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Th story Profecting
of the
Grassland the West's
Water District Largest Wetland

By Peter J. Ottesen




v
N E - : IHIS BOOK IS DEDICATED to the

’ has unselfishly “fought the good fight” to

~. Ecological Area (’ﬁ e e s e e

| .E]'_El.'!"eit Remaini ng Freshwater Wetland in the West l _ western Merced County, California, the

countless hunter conservationists, environ-

mentalists, landowners and everyone who

) }3-

largest wetlands complex west of the
Mississippi River. It is a classic story of
private concern for a public resource and

the Herculean effort that continues today.
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Cinnamon Teal

photo courtesey Gary Zahm

Who WE

Grass Lanps Warer
Association—1939

REPRESENTING cattle-ranching
interests and duck clubs and more than
62,000 acres, the San Joaquin Grass Lands
Mutual Water Users Association was
formed on March 15, 1939. The name was
quickly shortened to Grass Lands Associa-
tion. Officers and board of directors of this

new organization were men of influence.

From its inception, through 1944, the
Grass Lands Association delivered water
to its members through an old Miller &
Lux canal system. Duck clubs received
federal free water, but tensions mounted
when cattle ranchers had to pay as much
as $3.°° per acre-foot of water to irrigate
their pastures.

The result of this split between cattlemen
and duck hunters was the formation of
a new mutual water company called the

ARE

Grass Land Water Association. It was
formed to reconnect the two major user
groups and its 5,000 landowners. Howev-
er, the federal water would only continue
until the Central Valley Project was com-
pletely operational.

The association had many bargaining ses-
sions with the U.S. Bureau of Reclamation
to secure a permanent agreement to receive
Central Valley Project water for private-
ly-owned wetlands but were rebuffed time
and time again. Federal officials believed
private landowners should develop their

own sources of water.

In 1953, the association turned over all
assets to a soon-to-be-formed Grasslands
Water District, the only district in
California created solely for the preserva-
tion of waterfowl and the wetlands they
depended upon.

-
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GrassLAND WATER
DistricT—1954

PI-I"IE DISTRICT DELIVERS water

to the 75,000 acre Grassland Resource
Conservation District that is made up of
privately-owned wetlands and public wild-
life refuges.

Grasslands Water District is a Califor-

nia Water Agency, formed under Section
34000 of the State Water Code, to receive
and deliver federal Central Valley Project
water. Its primary function is to protect,
secure and deliver water to the critical wet-
land habitat within its boundaries, and to
maximize food and habitat availability to

meet the needs of migratory birds.

The district also delivers water, on behalf
of the U.S. Bureau of Reclamation, to
state wildlife areas that include Los Banos,
Volta and units within the North Grass-
lands Wildlife Area that include Mud
Slough, Gadwall and Salt Slough; and to
the federal San Luis National Wildlife Ref-
uge Complex, including the Freitas and

Kesterson units.

The district is governed by a five-member
Board of Directors. To serve on the GWD
board, an individual must be a landowner
within the district or be a designated repre-
sentative. Directors serve four-year terms,

elected by landowners.

GRASSLAND RESOURCE

CONSERVATION
DistricT—1972

PI-I'-IE GRCD is comprised of private-
ly-owned wetlands and public wildlife
refuges that covers 75,000 acres in west-
ern Merced County, part of the largest,
contiguous block of wetlands west of the
Mississippi River, that serves as a major
wintering ground for migratory waterfowl
and shorebirds along the Pacific Flyway.
Water for the resource conservation district
is provided by the Bureau of Reclamation
and delivered through the Grassland
Water District.

The Grassland Resource Conservation
District is made up of 160 duck clubs
that range in size from 20 acres to as
much as 2,523 acres, and its vast size is
considered the “most important complex
of wetlands in the San Joaquin Valley,” by
the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service.

In 1991, the Western Hemisphere Shore-
bird Reserve Network recognized the
Grasslands as an Internationally Significant
Shorebird Site. The district is also desig-
nated a Globally Important Bird Area by
the American Bird Conservancy and the
National Audubon Society.

In 2005, Grasslands was designated as
Wetlands of Importance under the Ramsar
Convention on Wetlands of International
Importance, making it one-of-22 sites in
the United States.

The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service ranks
the habitat provided by the GRCD as the
most important complex of wetlands in the
San Joaquin Valley and is one-of-five conti-
nental focus areas of Ducks Unlimited.

Additionally, the district is known to
support 550 species of birds, animals and
plants, which includes 40 species that are
federally listed as sensitive, threatened or
endangered, including the giant garter
snake, California tiger salamander, west-
ern pond turtle, tri-colored blackbird and

Swainson’s hawk.

Lands within the GRCD are primari-
ly managed for waterfowl habitat. Land

uses include seasonally flooded wetlands,
permanent wetlands and irrigated pas-
ture. Conservation easements have been
acquired by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife
Service to protect these lands from devel-
opment in perpetuity. More than 90% of

district lands are under easement.

The GRCD was formerly known as the
Grassland Soil Conservation District,

which had been formed in 1959.

A five-member governing board is
chosen by voters who reside within the
GRCD boundaries. Directors serve four-
year terms.

-

Perigrine Falcon
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SINCE TIME IMMEMORIAL, in late-summer, fall and winter, countless millions
of waterfowl, shorebirds, raptors, wading birds and neotropical birds migrate along the
Pacific Flyway to spend their winters in the Grassland Ecological Area, a 240,000-acre
expanse of wetlands in western Merced County—the largest complex of its kind in the

1 O—PROTECTING THE WEST'S LARGEST WETLAND

entire West.

It must be noted that the GEA is a mere
remnant of the four million acres of wet-
lands that existed in California back in
the 1880s, and the reason why it must be

vigorously protected.

Nearly 550 species of birds, plants and an-
imals use the Grasslands, including 40 that
are federally listed as sensitive, endangered
and threatened. The U.S. Fish and Wildlife
Service cites more than 30% of the Central
Valley migratory waterfowl use the Grass-
land Ecological Area, with more than one
million relying upon its wetlands during

the winter months.

Located in California’s Central Valley—in
an overpopulated state with more than 42
million inhabitants and growing—efforts
to preserve and maintain the Grassland
wetlands and the wildlife that depend upon

it, are under constant siege.

Securing and maintaining water allocations
and pushing back against encroachment to
critical habitat are battles that never seem
to end for “Protecting the Wests Largest Wet-
land”, the Grasslands Water District.

Since its inception in 1954, after succeed-
ing the Grass Lands Water Association, the
GWD is a state governmental organization
that has led the fight to obtain and keep a
supply of well-timed, good-quality water
for 75,000 acres that compose the Grass-
land Resource Conservation District—the
heart and soul of the larger Grassland
Ecological Area.

This history of the Grassland Water
District, for the first time, chronicles this
noble cause, spanning more than a century,
back to the days of the native Northern
Yokuts; “Cattle King” Henry Miller; the
construction and operation of the Central
Valley Project; the de-watering of the

San Joaquin River and killing of a mighty
run of the famed Chinook salmon; the
poisoning of wildlife due to selenium
contamination; the threats of zero water
for critical wetlands and the ultimate
triumphs of the “Father of the Grasslands,”
J. Martin Winton.

Readers will admire the endless battles
fought by the GWD, its hunters,
whistle-blowing scientists, conservation

partners and private landowners to pre-

Introduction—11



serve the irreplaceable wildlife resource—

the Grasslands.

There are many individuals and organiza-
tions who enthusiastically contributed to
the history of the Grassland Water District.
They are noted in the Appendix as are lists
of landowners, board members and general
managers who have served the Grassland

Water and Resource Conservation districts.

I am indebted to professional photographer
Gary Zahm, retired project leader of the
San Lus National Wildlife Refuge Com-
plex, whose color images of the Grassland
Wetlands and its inhabitants, are featured.

Pepper Snyder

Also, to Dan Nelson, director of the Mil-
liken Museum, who provided vintage black
and white photos, as well as the California
Waterfowler’s Hall of Fame, for its collec-
tion of archival photos; to Professor Brett
DeBoer of the University of the Pacific,
who graphically designed the book and
readied the pages for publication; and to
Jessica Wright, administrative assistant of
the GWD for her historical knowledge
and ability to provide old records, board
minutes, photographs and documents that
added to this history.

Special thanks to Ric Ortega, general man-

ager of the GWD, who offered suggestions,

Dan Nelson Ric Ortega

Fritz Reid Jeff McCreary

criticisms and insights that were of
immeasurable help, and to three individu-
als who suggested I take on a project

of such historical significance—Pepper
Snyder and Fritz Reid, directors of the
GWD and Jeff McCreary, director of
operations for the Western Regional Office
of Ducks Unlimited.

Be sure to peruse the references used as
a basis for this history, and a list of
organizations that may be contacted for

in-depth study.

As with any research, this history should
not be considered an end-all, but rather,
a start for additional investigations. Per-
haps, another book will be penned when
the Grassland Water District turns 100

years old in 2054. I sincerely hope so. It
will be an inspiring story worth telling

and memorializing.

—Peter ]. Ottesen, Author

Stockton, California
October 2024

Gate Tending
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Yokuts Men in a Boat—painting by Laura Cunningham, © 2024

EARLY TIMES

C C HEN THE EARLY EUROPEANS got their first glimpses of the San Josquin Valley,

they were often confounded by dense tule fog that covered seemingly endless miles, riparian

lowlands that teemed with wildlife, and tule marshes filled with water in an undulating labyrinth

of hollows, swales, sloughs, streams and river plains. Waterfowl blackened the sky in the morning

haze while countless other ducks and geese rested undisturbed in the shallows, waiting their turns

to spring aloft.

Cranes, ibis and herons moved with stealth
among the reeds, sedges and wire grass.

On the mudflats, an array of skittish shorebirds
scurried about to impale a meal. Massive tule
elk, with horns that protruded the tule tops,
slogged slowly through the swamp. Black-tailed
deer, beaver, pronghorn antelope and black
bear wandered as they pleased, and co-existed
with maybe 35,000 Northern Yokuts, who had
dwelt in these parts—now known as western
Merced County— dating back more than
10,000 years, from the end of the last ice age to

the mid-19* century.

Imagine what the newcomers thought when
they saw the primeval grasslands, with the
salmon-choked San Joaquin River to the east
and the 800 square-mile Tulare Lake to the
south? The Spanish came in about 1772 and by
1823, missionaries had established settlements.
Gabriel Moraga discovered a primary trading
trail used by the Indians to travel west of the
valley to the coast, now known as the Pacheco
Pass. The route that connected the Central Val-
ley to the Pacific Coast was named for Francis-
co Pacheco, owner of the wealthiest ranchero in

Monterey County.

John Muir once described the Pacheco Pass:
“The scenery and all of nature is enchanting.
Mountains are strange and beautiful. Ferns

are there, low in the canyons. There are high,
rocky sunlit peaks, banks of blossoming shrubs
and gatherings of flowers, precious and pure as

. »
ever enjoyed.

In 1827, Jedediah Smith, the “Bible Totter,”
led a party of 17 trappers, soon to be followed
by a party of Hudson Bay and French-Canadi-
an trappers, and later the Gold Rush of 1849,

which would forever change the valley.

Fur traders, trappers and those seeking their
fortunes brought “never heard before” fiddles,
Jew’s harps, banjos and upright pianos, and
introduced traditional work songs. “Turkey in
the Straw” and sweet tunes by Stephen Foster
were heard around campfires, much to the

puzzlement of Native groups.

The Northern Yokuts comprised 63 tribes in
the valley who actively traded with other native
groups, such as the Monachs and Shoshone

on the eastern side of the Sierra; the Miwok
and Winton in the Sacramento Valley; and

the Chumach on the coast, the latter via the

14 —PROTECTING THE WEST'S LARGEST WETLAND
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Pacheco Pass. The Yokuts particularly sought
obsidian to make arrowheads and knives
and abalone and Pismo clam shells for money

and jewelry.

The Yokuts culture evolved through the abun-
dance of food and fiber found in the valley.
Waterways provided waterfowl, fish, turtles
and freshwater clams. Furbearers inhabited the
riparian areas, making use of dense cattails
and tule. Tule elk, pronghorn antelope, beaver,
raccoon and rabbits were abundant. Natives
were sophisticated and used bow and arrow,
spears, nets and decoys to deceive game, and
creatively used tule and wood to fashion boats

for transportation.

The largest roundhouses in the west were
situated along Mud and Salt sloughs. The
Yokuts were good stewards of the land, setting
fires to increase productivity of the wetlands
and setting back succession by eliminating old
growth and encouraging moist soil plants and

new stands of tule to spring forth.

With the coming of the trappers, Spanish
missionaries and early American settlers also
came disease, principally cholera and smallpox,
to which the Yokuts and other groups had no
immunity. By 1833, the valley Natives died

in catastrophic numbers, with entire villages
succumbing to disease. Those that survived
were killed by Spanish soldiers, placed on res-
ervations or forced into slavery by Franciscan
missionaries. Those who fled forced labor or
relocation were hunted down. The indigenous
way of life disappeared. Historians and aca-
demics offered their own observations. Not all

of them were flattering, nor consistent.

Andrew J. Grayson, who gained fame as the
Audubon of the West, wrote, “The whole
country is totally unfit for any purpose. The
marshy region is unhealthy and infested with
mosquitoes in incredible numbers and of un-

paralleled ferocity, and waterfowl that blacken
the sky.”

Historian Frank Latta, in 1864, wrote

“Little Journeys in the San Joaquin,” in which

he commented, “The San Joaquin is a valley of

contrasts. It was comprised for the most part
of barren desert. Throughout the length and
about the rim of the San Joaquin were a hun-
dred or more oases, abundantly watered,
shaded with beautiful trees and filled to over-
flowing with game and migratory fowl of all
kinds. At all times these lakes and connecting
sloughs, as well as the San Joaquin River, were
bounded with times of high water, the basin
filled to a great depth with flowing water, pre-
senting a barrier passable with stock at prob-
ably not more than three places once runoff

waters subsided”.

-

Heinrich Alfred Kreiser
Later Known As Henry Miller

image courfesy the Milliken Museum

Charles Lux

image courtesy the Milliken Museum

Canal Building 187071

MiLLEr & Lux INC.

AS WILD, UNTAMED AND INHOSPITABLE as the San Joaquin Valley might

have seemed to most, it provided riches to a clever, hard-working 19-year-old butcher

boy by trade, from Germany, who migrated to the United States in 1847. His name was

Heinric Alfred Kreiser. It is because of this lad, who would be ultimately known as the

“Cattle King” by the time he passed away in 1916, that the Grasslands of western Merced

County exist today.

Kreiser landed in San Francisco in 1850 and
had taken up the name of a shoe clerk named
Henry Miller, who gave him a non-transferable
ticket for passage on a ship leaving New York
for California, via the Isthmus of Panama.
Eight years later the California Legislature

authorized this name change.

Miller realized money was to be made by
slaughtering and marketing his own cattle and,
as the story goes, saddled a horse and headed
south along the El Camino Real, before turn-
ing east and crossing the Pacheco Pass, where
he got his look at the grasslands. He purchased
one-fourth (8,835 acres) of the 48,823-acre
Sanjon de Santa Ranch, a Mexican land grant,
for $1.%° an acre, as well as 7,500 cows at

$5 apiece.

For the next 30 years, after forming a part-
nership with another German immigrant,
Charles Lux—a livestock dealer who was well
connected with the Bank of California—Mill-
er bought approximately 1.5 million acres of
land, from Bakersfield to southern Oregon, as
well as in Nevada. Miller wisely bought land
bordering either side of the valley’s major rivers
and streams and meandering watercourses,
gaining the riparian rights. His acquisitions
included 125 contiguous miles along the San
Joaquin River and a 50-mile stretch along the
Kern River containing 100,000 acres that was
largely acquired through the Overflowed and
Swamp Land Act.

With the help of speculators and 400 laborers,

horses and mules, Miller & Lux built a system

of canals from Tulare Lake to the San Joaquin

image courtesy the Milliken Museum
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River that brought water to a thirsty land-
scape. In 1880 he completed construction of
the Main Canal from Firebaugh to Orestimba
Creek with dimensions of 30 feet deep cross
the bottom, widening to 50 feet at the top,
with a depth of seven feet, built by men using
plows, wheelbarrows and wooden slip scrapers

edged with iron.

Fortunately for ducks and geese, Miller & Lux
converted 109,000 acres of lowlands riparian to
the San Joaquin River and alkali desert dotted
with shrub brush into manmade wetlands and
swamplands, irrigated to native pasture for
cattle and flooded into duck ponds. This served
to mitigate for loss of wetlands in the Tulare
Lake Basin where, the largest lake in California,
had been completely drained and converted to

agriculture by 1893.

By 1904, Tulare Lake Basin supported the
largest wheat farms in the world. Gone were
millions of waterfowl and water birds counted
by the Yokuts Chief Wahtake, just a half

century before.

Meanwhile, the Central Pacific Railroad—Ilater
to become Southern Pacific—had pushed its
main line from Oakland to Modesto in 1870,
reaching Fresno in 1872 and Bakersfield in
1874. Five years later it completed what was
known as the “West Side Line” from Newman
to Los Banos. The rail expansion ended exten-
sive cattle drives and the grain barging to river
settlements of Grayson, Hills Ferry, Dover and

Dickenson’s Ferry.

However, Southern Pacific had a competitor,
Claus Spreckels, the “Sugar King,” who provid-
ed financial support to build the San Francisco
& San Joaquin Railroad in 1888 and extended
it to Bakersfield in 1889. It was heralded as the
“People’s Railroad,” that eventually was sold to

Santa Fe.

An eternal question asked by Grassland
waterfowl hunters is the origin of the Santa
Fe Grade, which transects both the north
and south Grasslands and provides access to
many duck clubs. Historian Howard Leach,
a former manager for the Department of
Fish and Game explained, “This came about
through the vindictiveness of Henry Miller,
who once asked Spreckels for a loan and

was refused.”

Henery Miller

image courfesy the Milliken Museum

Later, with the snub firmly in his mind, Miller
granted Spreckels a right-of-way through his
marshlands. However, once graded, Miller
gave a much-preferred right-of-way on higher
ground to Southern Pacific, which proceeded
to push its Westside route to Los Banos and
Fresno. This event forced Spreckels to abandon
his Westside route, but the Santa Fe Grade he
created remained, and became a public grav-

eled county road, with access to the wetlands.

Market hunting was in its hay day, and the
railroad provided means to ship the daily kill to
marketplaces in Los Angeles and San Francis-
co. Between October and March, a proficient
market hunter could shoot 300 to 500 ducks a
day that would fetch up to $6 a dozen. Snow
geese—because of the clamor for their white
feathers—brought even more. The most cov-
eted species were sandhill cranes, which were

sought after by the Chinese at $2.°° apiece.

In 1889, Henry Miller told his superinten-
dents and yard bosses of his Miller & Lux land
spread along the San Joaquin River, to promote
“getting rid of dem ducks.”Miller said, in
broken English, “Vee got to do something
about dose ducks and geese eating up our
crops. Vat I want you to do is contact dose

hunters who are shooting ducks for the markets

™ Morket Hunting

image courtesy the Milliken Museum

and give dem permission to hunt our lands.
Vee will provide our wagons to haul dem ducks
to the nearest railroad station in return for
their keeping the birds off our grain. In addi-
tion, I want to lease our best hunting ponds to

dose sportsmen who want a duck club.”

The great grasslands slaughter grounds for
waterfowl, shorebirds, herons and cranes
continued, unabated. In January and February
of 1892, market hunters from the Los Banos
area shipped 475 sacks of ducks and geese that
weighed upward of 15 tons to San Francisco.
Green-winged teal dominated the kill. The

demand for wild game was insatiable.

Market men hunted by day and night with
repeating shotguns, four-to-eight-gauge single
or double bore swivel guns, or the most lethal
weapon of the age, the punt gun that mea-
sured six—nine feet in length with magazines
that held up to one-pound of powder and two
pounds of shot. Punt guns were an enormous
50-200 pounds in weight and usually were

mounted onto the bow of a punting skiff.

Repeating shotguns allowed hunters to kill
larger numbers of waterfowl before having

to reload. Christopher Spencer unveiled the
first repeating pump gun in 1872, followed by
Winchester’s Model 1887 lever action repeater.

Then came John M. Browning’s Winchester

1 8 —PROTECTING THE WEST'S LARGEST WETLAND
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1893 pump gun and the Model 1897, built

for smokeless powder. The celebrated Browning
Automatic A-5 made its appearance in 1903,
the first semi-automatic ever produced. Is it

any wonder that so many waterfowl

were killed?

It wasn’t until the “protective laws” of 1904,
introduced by Congressman George Shiras
I1I, that the state began to conserve its natural
resources. The legislation was called, “A Bill
to Protect the Migratory Birds of the United

States.”

Soon, those who sought to protect and preserve
migratory fowl organized into the California
Associated Societies for the Conservation

of Wildlife and worked together with the
Board of Fish Commissioners and the state
Legislature. Laws were passed to set seasons,
bag limits, prohibit sale and out-of-state ship-
ment of game, and to set up a Fish and Game
Preservation Fund with revenues from fines
levied against violators. Fifty game wardens

were hired.

PORT

To protect waterfowl, a daily bag limit was
established at 50 ducks, a closed season and a
prohibition against common carriers transport-
ing more than a bag limit of game per day per
person. Southern Pacific Railroad and Wells
Fargo handled most of the game freight to San
Francisco and Los Angeles. In 1911, wild game
dealers were required to be licensed and to

keep records of the game received.

Despite the new game laws and the alarming
decrease in waterfowl populations, market
hunting continued with reckless abandon.
Millions of birds were killed and marketed
in California every year, most coming from

the Grasslands.

Legal marketing of waterfowl came to an end
in 1915 when state laws were made to con-
form with the Federal Migratory Bird Treaty
Act of 1913. Seasons and bags were reduced,
“bull” hunting was outlawed, use of live decoys
prohibited, and restrictions placed on firearms.
In 1916 shorebirds, except for jacksnipe, were

given protection.

Howard “Blugjoy” Blewette

image courtesy the Milliken Museum

Although there were arrests for over limits and

illegal sale of game, Los Banos magistrates and
citizens made a mockery of the enforcement of
game laws in state court. They simply carried
on with their nefarious ways. Commercial in-
terests sought to overrule the state and federal

game laws but were unsuccessful.

Peddling ducks by local residents was not
considered unlawful in many Merced County
communities. In the 1930s, it was largely a
question of economics. The Great Depression
was in full force and money was difficult to
come by. Boot-legging alcohol and provid-

ing ducks to the bars of San Francisco paid
well. Buyers in San Francisco could use all the
ducks, wine and wash tub booze the Los Banos
citizens could supply. Some of them had been

in the market hunting business since the 1880s.

The most notorious of the market hunters was
Howard Blewett, known as “Bluejay,” who
concentrated his efforts north of Los Banos in
a very large, open and roadless area called San
Luis Island. Blewett was aided by a well-trained
horse, from which he would dismount and lead

it by touch to encircle unsuspecting birds. At

close range he would fire over the horse’s neck,
using a 12 ga. shotgun equipped with a “long
Tom” extension that held nine shells. Blewett
could kill 100 to 200 birds in a single drag.

Wardens caught up to Blewett in 1932 and
charged with possession of wild ducks and
geese out of season. Local citizenries were out-
raged. At a jury trial in the Los Banos Justice
Court, despite of overwhelming evidence,

Blewett was acquitted.

Three years later, federal and state agents
masterminded an investigation that broke the
backs of market hunters, arresting 13 viola-
tors. Blewett, the most egregious of them all,
was given 18 months in federal penitentiary.
However, it took another 20 years for market
hunting to be totally eradicated by a final,

massive arrest in 1954.

2 O—PROTECTING THE WEST'S LARGEST WETLAND
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Busting Market Hunters

Ryan Broddrick

An “EpucaTionaL
OpporTuNITY”

“Poaching, shooting over limits and sell-

ing waterfowl were part of the Los Banos
culture,” said Ryan Broddrick a former
state fish and game warden, who later
became director of the Department of Fish
and Game. “Western Merced County was
a market hunting center, a practice imbued

by all.”

“Town’s people communicated with the
local water master to learn which pastures

would be flooded and where the birds

would be next,” Broddrick said. “Everyone
was involved to one degree or another.

It was part of their personality and
identity. Illegal activities were still going
on in the 1960s, when I was in high
school. Young people would take ducks
and exchange them for gas or flowers for

the senior prom.”

Of all the guys he attended Los Banos
High School with—including duck slayers
and trespassers—Broddrick said 90% of
them had cleaned up their acts by the time
he returned as a game warden in 1981.

For those that hadn’t reformed—another

22 —PROTECTING THE WEST'S LARGEST WETLAND
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group of wannabe market hunters—he'd
sit on them with a spotting scope and pro-
vide what he called, “an educational oppor-
tunity.”“It was an evolution away from law
breaking they had to go through, or go to
jail,” Broddrick said.

“Over time, a growing number of people
in Los Banos believed that tolerating game
violations was a poor influence on young

people and a detriment to the resource.

Today, there is much more stewardship
of the land and the wildlife it supports.
The citizens are much more astute and
value this unique flood plain that is the
Grasslands.”

WATER RIGHTS AND
SHENANIGANS

Before his death on October 4, 1916, Henry
Miller built a cattle empire that extended
over three states—California, Oregon and
Nevada—and encompassed more than 1
million acres, the largest livestock operation

in the world.

He also profited in the early 1900s by leasing
5,000 acres to 150 duck hunters from the cities
who were willing to pay for a place to hunt.
This would be known as the Gustine Duck
Club, managed by Jack Biancho who, not co-
incidentally, also operated the Gustine Hotel.

However, after Miller’s passing, his heirs had
to contend with death taxes and a downturn in
profitability among its vast holdings and cattle
operation, necessitating liquidation of its least
productive land, high in alkalinity and of poor
quality—the Grasslands. In 1926, Miller &
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Lux began advertising its property in western
Merced County for $25 per acre. The former
Gustine Duck Club was among the first to be
purchased outright and became known as the

Gustine Land and Cattle Company.

By 1936, 44,200 acres of the Grasslands had
been sold to cattlemen and hunters. City-
named clubs, from as far away as San Francis-
co, dotted the landscape, including the Santa
Cruz, Hollister, Salinas, Santa Clara, San Rafa-
el, Manteca, Los Banos, Oakland and New-
man, among others. However, there was a hitch
in the land sales few recognized at the time.
Miller & Lux sold these lands but retained the

water rights.

In 1939, Miller & Lux sold the “surplus” water
rights to 250,000 acres—including 98,234
acres in the Grasslands—to the federal govern-
ment for $2.45 million. This was the first block
of water acquired by the federal government
which allowed them to construct Friant Dam.
The water to be held behind Friant Dam was
this surplus water predominantly taken from

the Grasslands.

Miller & Lux continued to provide winter wa-
ter through their various canal companies until
1944. When the Central Valley Project was
fully operable in 1951—and with completion
of the Delta-Mendota Canal—San Joaquin
River water that used to flood the grasslands
was designated for agricultural purposes. The
Grasslands were left high and dry, without a

guaranteed source of water.

Faced with a new reality that there would

be no water for either ducks or cattle coming
from the San Joaquin River, a coalition of
hunters and cattlemen was forged. A fierce

fight for Grasslands water was about

to explode.

Early in March 1939, Harold Ickes, Secretary
of the Interior and Jon Page, Commissioner of
Reclamation, were in Fresno to discuss the Fri-
ant Dam Project. Representatives from Fresno
County’s Sportsmen’s Association, California
Conservation Congress and other sportsmen
and duck hunters arranged to meet with the
federal bureaucrats to provide information con-
cerning the water situation on the West Side
duck lands after the completion of the Central

Valley Project.

The sportsmen’s coalition said, in part, “Our
famous 110,000-acre waterfowl wintering
ground is undoubtedly the most important
in the “’Great Pacific Flyway’, accommodat-
ing 60% of the flyway’s estimated 9.5 million

migratory birds.”

The local sportsmen were advised to immedi-
ately form some public body for the purpose of
applying for water. They were told that prompt
action was necessary and that when definite
plans were approved and submitted for bids,

no changes could be made, and duck clubs

and duck lands would have very little chance
for water unless an application submitted by a
recognized body was on file and included in

the plans.

Realizing the importance of taking fast action,
a meeting of duck clubs was held at the Cali-
fornian Hotel in Fresno on March 15, 1939.
At that meeting, a general committee was
appointed, with Al Jessen selected Chairman

and William Turpin, secretary.

The original name chosen for the group was
San Joaquin Grass Lands Water Users Associ-
ation. For brevity, the name was changed to
Grass Lands Association, and two subsequent

meetings were held in Los Banos that attracted
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Al Jessen

more than 200 participants.

In 1944, The Grass Lands Water Association,
Inc., was formed as a non-profit, mutual

water association under laws of the State of
California. Its leaders included Al Jessen,
president; H. B. Wolfsen, vice-president; D.E.
Bambauer, secretary and George W. Fink,
treasurer. Rounding out the Board of Directors
were John Erreca, R.L. Puccinella, William
Turpin, Axel P. Holm, George Devaney and
Claude Rowe.

The original printed by-laws of the Grass Lands
Water Association are in the library of the San

Joaquin College of Law in Fresno.

President Jessen set the stage by penning a
scathing letter, one that foretold the dire situ-
ation caused by the impounding of water be-
hind Friant Dam that caused the San Joaquin
River to dry up. He wrote, “Salmon coming
up the river are dying by the tens of thousands
and there is not enough drinking water for the
thousands of cattle pasturing in our district.
Our great and natural wintering ground for
millions of wild ducks, geese and so many oth-

er water birds is threatened with extinction.”

At its first meeting, the directors filed an appli-
cation with the Commissioner of the State of
California for a permit to sell 110,000 shares
of stock at par value of $1 cash. Each share
presented one-acre of wetlands. Within a year,
sales of stock had grown to $61,418.45 and the
association adopted a rule: No stock buy, no

water delivery.

By 1947 the association served 61,370 acres of
which 53,747 acres were owned by 139 duck
club/livestock interests. The expressed purpose
of the association was to purchase water from

the Bureau of Reclamation and distribute it

throughout the Grasslands for waterfowl habi-

tat, sport hunting and cattle pasturage.

However, an entirely different schedule of
water deliveries had been proposed by the

two groups: Water for duck ponds or shooting
purposes was desired in the fall, while water
for irrigated pasture was needed in the spring
and summer. This caused some undercur-

rent of dissention between the two principal
groups. Later, when duck water was delivered
free of charge, but cattle interests were charged
$1.% per acre-foot, the situation became more

aggravated.

The water would be released into the San
Joaquin River from Friant Dam, delivered

to the Mendota Pool and distributed to the
Grasslands by Miller & Lux through the San
Joaquin-Kings River Canal system. At that
time, the Grass Lands Water Association was
advised by the Bureau of Reclamation that this
interim water would only be available until the
Tracy pumping Plant was constructed and put
into operation, thus completing the Central

Valley Project.

Govenor Edmund “Pat” Brown

In the early days of the Central Valley Project
development the water association’s relation-
ship with the Bureau of Reclamation was
congenial. That was because the Grass Lands
Water Association and the Cattlemen’s Emer-
gency Committee—a group of local cattlemen
and sportsmen—were instrumental in obtain-
ing clearance in 1944 from the War Produc-
tion board for the Bureau of Reclamation to
store 83,000 acre-feet of water for the coming
irrigation season. For this assistance, the federal

agency was greatly indebted.

Unfortunately, Charles Carey, regional director
of the Bureau of Reclamation in Sacramento
died unexpectedly, before the spillway at Friant
Dam became operational and before comple-
tion of the Delta-Mendota Canal. Historian
Howard Leach speculated, “Had Carey lived,
perhaps, the water supply problem in the
Grasslands may have been resolved without the

bitter battle which was to follow.”

Richard Boke, became the bureau’s regional
director. He wasn't inclined to provide water
for the Grasslands. Each year the water associ-
ation lobbied for San Joaquin River water, and
while some interim water was provided, it was

less than adequate.

Finally, the Grass Land Water Association was
told by the federal government, in no uncertain
terms, that water deliveries from Friant Dam’s
Millerton Lake were to end. As interim deliv-
eries began to wind down, the bureau would
provide water “for waterfowl purposes only,”

and nothing for irrigated pasture for cattle.

The Grasslands would receive 30,000 acre
-feet in 1951, 20,000 acre-feet in 1952 and
10,000 acre-feet in 1953. And that would be
it. Now abandoned by the dominating fed-
eral government, private landowners in the
Grasslands were supposed to develop, at their
own expense, irrigation drainage and ground
water sources, including the digging of wells,
to sustain cattle operations and maintain their
wetlands habitat and sustain the Pacific Fly-

way’s migratory wild ducks and geese.

The mighty clout of the federal government—
with all its arrogant and dictatorial policies
ways—was on full display in operating

the Central Valley Project. Wildlife had |

ittle standing after the needs of urban and

agriculture.

In 1951, a lawsuit, Rank vs. Krug, came
about when farmers, duck hunters and fish-
ermen sued the Bureau of Reclamation to
increase flows in the San Joaquin River below

Friant Dam.

In response to the lawsuit and in support of
the federal government, State Attorney General
Edmund G. “Pat” Brown declared, “the U.S.

is not required by State law to allow sufficient
water to pass Friant Dam to preserve fish life
below the dam. The federal government is

exempt from State interference.”

Brown, who would later become Governor of
California, with his single judgement in favor
of agriculture, dewatered the San Joaquin
River in two stretches—at Mendota and at
Firebaugh. Four distinct runs of the mighty
Chinook salmon that numbered as many as
two million fish, and another anadromous
species, migratory steelhead, were lost forever,
extinct, by man-made causes, and gone the

way of the passenger pigeon.
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It wasn't until 1974, 23 years later, that
the California attorney general saw fit to
overturn the 1951 opinion, ruling that
Brown’s opinion 50—89 was contrary to

existing statuctes.

Would millions of migratory ducks and geese
that depended upon the Grassland wetlands
be next? What would happen to the 60 miles
of waterfowl habitat on the west side of the
San Joaquin River between South Dos Palos

and Newman?

In response to the federal edicts, in 1947,
Claude Rowe, a Fresno attorney, director of the
Grass Lands Water Association and member of
the Hollister Land and Cattle Company filed
suit against the Bureau of Reclamation. The
suit: Hollister Land and Cattle Company and
Yellowjacket Cattle Company versus Secretary
of the Interior, Julius A. Krug, BOR Commis-
sioner Michael Straus, and the bureau’s Region-
al Director, Richard Boke.

Both Hollister and Yellowjacket properties were
within the Grass Lands Association and owners
of lands riparian to the San Joaquin River.
Rowe argued the lands had used riparian water
for more than 60 years and claimed the federal
government had illegally taken water away.
Thus, the intense fight between Grass Lands
and the Bureau of Reclamation reached a new

level of ferocity.

Soon, new players emerged in gathering power
to fight for a guaranteed water supply for the
Grasslands. Key among them was J. Martin
Winton, a pharmacist from Fresno, member of

the Hollister Land and Cattle Company and

Chairman of the Waterfowl Committee of the

Sportsmen’s Council of Central California.

Influential individuals stepped forward to join
the cause that included the ever-present Claude
Rowe, who also was a member of the National
Board of Directors of the Isaac Walton League;
George Philpott, president of the Sportsmen’s
Council of Central California; George Difani,
vice-president of the Associated Sportsmen of
California and Earl Harris, a director of the
Grass Lands Water Association. Their constitu-
ents included a well-organized band of sports-

men, dairymen and cattlemen.

In 1951, with support of Senator William
Knowland and Congressman Jack Anderson
of San Juan Bautista, an avid duck hunter
and member of the Hollister Land and Cattle
Company, and Congressman Allen Oakley
Hunter, Congressional Hearings were held

in April and May, in our nation’s capital,
Washington, D.C.

Congressman Clair Engle, Chairman of a Sub-
committee on Irrigation and Reclamation of
the Committee on Interior and Insular Affairs,
set up the hearing on “The Central Valley Proj-
ect Water Problems Relating to the Grasslands
Area in the San Joaquin Valley, California.”

Heated testimony characterized the hearings

in which Boke reasserted his decision not

to provide even 10,000 acre-feet of spring

and summer water to the Grasslands because
there was insufficient water to meet all irriga-
tion demands, and that no permanent water
supply would be forthcoming from the Central
Valley Project.

Frustrated over Boke’s response, Chairman
Engle summed up the hearings: “The protest

has often gone up among people at the state

Congressman Clair Engle

level that the Bureau of Reclamation and other
federal agencies are exercising too much domi-
nation. This Committee, I think, should make
it clear it is not the intention of the committee
that the Bureau of Reclamation or any one

man should control the distribution of a natu-

ral resource belonging to the state.”

With Committee approval, a letter was

sent to Governor Earl Warren pertinent to

the Grasslands water problems. Seth Gordon,
then a consultant to the Wildlife Conservation
Board, was in support, believing the Grass
Lands Water Association was “going in the
right direction” in applying pressure for a water

contract with the Bureau of Reclamation.

When the 82" Congress convened in January
1952, several pieces of legislation were intro-
duced by Congressmen Clair Engle and Jack
Anderson, including the notion of providing

water supplies for waterfowl management on

state wildlife areas and national wildlife refuges.

But the Grass Lands Water Association was
perplexed. The bills did not provide a water
supply to private lands in the Grasslands. In
response to J. Matin Winton, Congressman
Anderson said that if he could get sportsmen
support for the bill, H.R. 7177, in its present
form, it could be amended later to meet the
water requirements for the Grasslands. Indeed,
amendments were adopted in June 1952 fa-
vorable to Grasslands interests, but the amend-

ments died in committee. Close, but no cigar.

Congressmen Engle, Anderson and Hunter
were reportedly disappointed the legislation
didn’t pass, so much so, that Engle promised
to reintroduce legislation in the 83 Congress

in 1953.

With this flurry of legislative activity in the
Congress, albeit halting, the Grass Land Water
Association approved a contract for temporary
service from the Bureau of Reclamation. The
agreement called for 20,000 acre-feet of water
to be delivered by October 1%, to flood the
duck clubs for the 1953—-54 season.

On December 2 at its annual meeting of
stockholders, directors Winton, Fink and
Jessen held enough proxy votes to pass a res-
olution requesting the Board of Directors of
the Grass Lands Water Authority to circulate a
petition for formation of the Grassland Water

District and to dissolve the authority.

Back in Congress, Clair Engle followed
through with his promise to reintroduce the
Grasslands Water Bill, to be known as H.R.
4213. It was 1954, the year General Dwight
D. Eisenhower became President. With a
Republican now in charge, many of the federal
bureaucrats appointed to office by Democratic
presidents were out of a job and fortunes for
the Grasslands turned positive. Shortly there-
after, additional wording was added to the
legislation to clinch the deal for the Grasslands

and its private land holdings.

The new Section 4 read, in part: Subject to
the priority of deliveries of water for agricul-
tural purposes, the Secretary of the Interior is
authorized to contract for delivery, between
September 13* and June 1* annually, an
amount of water not to exceed 50,000 acre-
feet but not less than 25,000 acre-feet with a
duly constituted district or districts in an area
known as the Grassland Area of western Mer-

ced County. The rate charged shall not exceed
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President Dwight D. Eisenhower

$15° an acre-foot.

With J. Martin Winton leading the campaign
for passage, along with Congressmen Engle and
Hunter and retired Congressman Anderson,
support for the legislation picked up steam.
The final linchpin was gaining support from

Senator Thomas Kuchel, who voiced approval.

Optimism for an early passage of the Grassland
Water Bill was dampened when the legisla-
tion was tabled by a Senate subcommittee.
Once again, Winton jumped into the fray and
requested the assistance of Senator William
Knowland to bring the measure to a vote of

the full Senate. The legislation was passed on
August 11, 1954.

When the legislation was sent to the White
House for President Dwight D. Eisenhower’s
signature, the omnipresent Winton was on
hand for the ceremony. The ceremonial pen
used by Eisenhower was presented to Winton,
who displayed it in his modest hunting cabin
at the Hollister Club for the remainder of

his life. The pen is now proudly displayed at
the Grassland Water District office along
with a signed plaque from the Eisenhower

administration.

Public Law 674-68, Statute 879 reauthorized
the Central Valley Project declaring, in part,
that one of the purposes of the project is the
use of waters for fish and wildlife. Grassland

interests had finally prevailed in a long 10-year
battle that had begun in 1944.

The newly formed Grassland Water

District came about in 1954 when the Grass
Lands Water Association sold its corporate
assets to the new government organization

permitted by the California Water District Act.

In support of the changeover, J. Martin Win-
ton, acting secretary of the non-profit Grass
Lands Water Association wrote, “It is in the
best interests of this association and its share-
holders that all of its property and assets be
sold to the Grasslands Water District, in the
sum of $10, and written consent of the share-

holders that possess 25,859.48 shares.”

Assets included deeds, easements and rights of
way, principal assets, pumping plants, wells,

conduits, canals, pipelines, dams and all other
structures and property, including all leasehold

and water rights.

Roy Lower, an attorney and manager of the
Grass Lands Water Association in its final eight
years gave an impassioned speech to Merced
County officials that read, in part: “I have
ridden the canal banks and ditches, and the
Miller & Lux canal banks, and I have watched
the water run. If the district organizes, and

I hope it will, I may continue until the new

district gets on its feet.

“I have no reason to be working for this new
district nor the old district. My age is such that
I have just about devoted my lifetime to water
and water distribution, and the effort is even-
tually going to get me down. We havent been
able to successfully distribute water because of

our old organization. With the formation of a
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new water district, we expect to provide service
for each parcel of land within the boundaries of
our district. We have justly perfected legislation
in Congress to provide the district with 50,000

acre-feet of water.”

Lower’s impassioned words set the stage. The
formation of the Grassland Water District was
approved by the Merced County Board of Su-
pervisors and after a public hearing conducted
on February. 17, 1954, the organization was of-
ficially constituted. The first board of directors
included Earl Harris, president and directors J.
Martin Winton, George Bacon, Walter Chris-
tensen, and George Fink. Lower would

remain attorney and general manager of the
GWD until 1983, when he was replaced by
his right-hand-man, Don Marciochi, who had

served the district in a supervisory capacity.

The United States and Grassland Water
District then entered a 40-year contract on
September 13, 1956, for delivery of 50,000
acre-feet of Central Valley Project water from
September 15 to December 1 to the 45,924
acres within the district. This was to be Class
IT water for which the district would pay $1.%°

per acre-foot.

By 1960, historian Howard Leach documented
234,153 acres of non-tilled land in the Grass-
lands Ecological Area. Within this vast area
were 297 duck clubs with 210 clubs set west of
the San Joaquin River and 87 clubs to the east
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of the river.

Leach said these private clubs encompassed
91,240 acres, flooding 58,173 acres for water-
fowl hunting with 98,894 Acre-feet of pur-

chased water.

In addition, there were three federal Nation-

al Wildlife Refuges and two state Waterfowl
Management Areas within Grasslands. In 1960
these public areas aggregated 31,829 acres, of

which 11,446 were managed for waterfowl.

In the ensuing 64 years, federal presence in

the grasslands increased to 45,000 acres on
three National Wildlife Refuges, and easements
on 90,000 acres of private property—repre-
senting about 190 waterfowl hunt clubs—
according to San Luis National Wildlife Refuge
Complex Project Leader Kim Forrest, who
retired in 2023.

“Grasslands Water District receives and wheels
water to refuge lands,” Forrest said. “The
GWD works closely with the San Luis Nation-
al Wildlife Refuge Complex staff to juggle the
complicated infrastructure, not to mention
the accounting of Central Valley Project
Improvement Act water. Annually Grasslands
Water District, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service
and state Department of Fish and Wildlife
coordinate on determining the highest priori-
ty and best use of limited water supplies. The
precious resource is often shared, despite being

allocated separately.”

Forrest said, “The relationship between San
Luis NWR Complex and the Grassland Water
District is of extreme value and cannot be
overstated. GWD has very skilled staff that

is not afraid to lawyer, lobby and strenuously
advocate for the resources that are of great im-

portance.” She said refuge employees are often

handcuffed when it comes to fighting for
fair and appropriate amounts of water

and funding.

“Government employees are barred from
communications that are political or could

be considered lobbying,” Forrest said. “GWD
picks up the mantle for all of us and is shrewd
and very experienced in the water world. The
district stays on top of the myriad of attacks on
our water supply, whether those attacks are on
quantity or quality. They do what government

agencies cannot do.”

She also credited the Grasslands Resource
Conservation District for being so supportive
of the easement program. “This federal
protection has stopped several urban expansion
projects and lends greater weight and support
for demonstrating CVPIA water needs,”

Forrest said.

By 2024, the state Department of Fish and
Wildlife footprint in the Grasslands had
increased to more than 26,000 acres on the
combined Los Banos and North Grasslands
Wildlife areas, according to Sean Allen, man-
ager of the Los Banos Wildlife Area Complex,
the state’s first designated area for waterfowl
that dates to 1929.

“The first people I met when I got to town 26
years ago were folks at the Grasslands Water
District,” Allen said. The district was such a big
part of the delivery of water to Mud Slough,
the Junior Hunter Area and the entirety of Los
Banos Wildlife Area. Back in the day, John
Beam and Les Howard were mainly involved
with the GWD, and that tradition of coopera-

tion has continued.

“Later, along with the legendary Roger Wil-

bur—who worked for the Department
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Dan Chapin

of Fish and Wildlife an unprecedented 62%2
years—we worked collaboratively with the
GWD and its water master Scott Lower, on

so many fronts, including the delivery system
through the Volta Wasteway and our shared
facilities with San Luis Canal Company, which
provides our water to the Gadwall Unit. It has

been a great relationship.”

Allen cited the efforts of early GWD staff
biologists Joe Hobbs, Craig Isola and Dean
Kwasny, who interacted with staff on govern-
ment lands and at private clubs to improve
habitat and facilitate project work through the

North American Wetlands Conservation Act,

known as NAWCA.

“The biologists helped turn the tide by pro-
viding scientific data and studies to support

the Central Valley Project Improvement Act,
legislation that secured a guaranteed amount of
well-timed, good-quality water for the Grass-
lands,” Allen said.

Perhaps the most significant legislation affect-
ing the privately owned Grassland wetlands
and Central Valley state and federal wildlife
refuges, was passed by the U.S. Congress and
signed into law by President George H.W.
Bush in 1992.

Known as the Central Valley Project Improve-
ment Act, the legislation guaranteed a firm

supply of clean, well-timed water for wetlands,
and authorized the purchase of additional wa-

ter, at prevailing prices, from willing sellers.

The legislation was years in the making and

proved to be the crowning achievement of

Dan Chapin, director of governmental affairs
for California Waterfowl Association. The
landmark effort bucked seemingly impossible
odds, but Chapin won the backing of Senator
Bill Bradley of New Jersey and Congressman
George Miller of California and began to
make headway.

Pepper Snyder, president of the Grassland Wa-
ter District said the legislation was opposed by
formidable water districts south of the Delta

and some local agricultural interests, including
former board members of the Grassland Water

and Resource Conservation districts.

Chapin used the environmental disaster at
Kesterson National Wildlife Refuge, where
toxic selenium-tainted agricultural drain water
killed and deformed thousands of migratory
waterfowl, shorebirds and other water-depen-
dent species to gain support on both sides of

the political aisle.

“There was no supply of good quality water
that was guaranteed to migratory birds

and the critical wetlands they required to
survive,” Chapin said. “I knew there had to be

a solution.”

A master craftsman in statesmanship, Chapin
got the 102" U.S. Congress to jam language
for the CVPIA inside HR 429, an omnibus
bill with 40 sections that dealt with Reclama-
tion, called the “Reauthorization and Adjust-
ment Act of 1992,” said Bill Gaines of Gaines
& Associates who, at the time, was Chapin’s

assistant.

“With Chapin at the forefront, we were able
to add fish and wildlife benefits to the reautho-
rization package,” said Glenn Olson, Donald
O’Brien Chair, bird conservation and public

policy for Audubon.
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Chapin’s seven league efforts were known and
revered by leaders of the Grasslands. Dave
Widell, general manager of the Grassland
Water District called Chapin, “A renaissance

man for his era.”

Chapin’s intellect and wit could transcend
political and agency boundaries when other
constituents could not find common ground.
“Dan was truly the man,” Widell said. “His

legacy will never be forgotten.”

Dave Paullin, first coordinator of the Central

Valley Habitat Joint Venture called Chapin, “A
gentle giant in a pond full of pretty big fish. He
was the consummate deal maker and just knew
how to get things done to preserve the environ-

ment, specifically wetlands.”

At the outset, as the legislation took shape to
provide water for state and federal refuges, the

Grasslands was not included.

“We worked with Chapin to figure how we
were going to be part of the legislation,” said
Pepper Snyder. “We had to come up with

funds to buy into it.”

Grasslands had no money but convinced Dos

Celebrating its 32 year since its passage, the
mandates of the Central Valley Project Im-
provement Act require 125,000 acre-feet of
reliable, good quality, well-timed water and a
commitment to acquire an additional 55,000
acre-feet for the Grassland Resource Conser-
vation District, an outcome made possible by

“the man,” Dan Chapin.

FATHER OF THE
GRASSLANDS

J. Martin Winton’s passion for the waterfowl
resource and water for the wetlands is, without
doubt, the major reason why the Grasslands
Ecological Area exists today and how he be-

came known as the “Father of the Grasslands.”

Winton, a Fresno pharmacist by trade,

was well read, extremely vocal, politically savvy
and highly driven, a rare set of attributes for a
man who often described himself, “I'm just a
duck hunter.” He was the unabashed leader of
the Grass Lands Water Association and later

the Grassland Water District.

“Martin was a ‘can do’ kind of guy,”

recalled Dan Connelly, former waterfowl

J. Martin Winton

“Martin was an ‘in your face’ fellow, assertive
and not afraid to debate issues when it came
to waterfowl and the critical need for water.
He wouldn’t back down and was a real force to
be reckoned with when it came to drumming
up support for water to support the Grassland

wetlands and the Pacific Flyway.”

Historian Howard R. Leach, a former De-
partment of Fish and Game biologist, said
Winton’s love of fishing and hunting led to his
lifetime involvement with the Grasslands and
its desperate fight to secure water. “He was a
remarkable, dedicated person and masterful
politician,” Leach said. “He gained the respect
of sportsmen, conservationists and politicians

through his energy and knowledge.”

Speaking before a Congressional Subcommit-
tee in Washington, D.C., Winton didn’t hold
back, declaring, “If it had not been for the
Grass Lands Water Association, the ducks and
geese of this all-important wintering ground

would have vanished.”

Due to his unceasing efforts that spanned a de-
cade, the House of Representatives passed the
Grasslands Development Authorization Act on
August 11, 1954, mandating the Central Valley
Project to annually deliver 50,000 acre-feet of

water “for fish and wildlife purposes.”

For being the most unrelenting supporter of
water for the Grasslands, President Dwight D.
Eisenhower presented the pen he used to sign
the historic legislation to Winton, who kept
the memento in his cabin at the Hollister Land

and Cattle Company.

Winton’s dedication to the Grasslands is
memorialized by the naming of the Winton
Memorial Marsh at San Luis National Wild-
life Refuge and induction into the California
Waterfowler’s Hall of Fame. The Winton
Collection of papers, speeches and background
materials to support his long struggle for water,

are part of the permanent archives held at the

San Joaquin College of Law, Clovis, California.
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Grasslands Dinner.” would be an understatement.”

Dan Connelly  “We got CWA to give all the money to David McCabe, former director of both
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us, which in turn was given to Chapin,” said the Grassland Water and Resource smestarst Lo e it bt 2 ity -
Snyder. “All of a sudden was had more than Conservation districts, recalled Winton with * arberpioen! and bl soier-depemeddend b #

$50,000 to buy into the legislation.” Snyder
would Chair the “Save the Grasslands” dinner
for 12 years, with all the money going into the
CVPIA legislation and protecting it after it was

signed into law.

admiration. “If you ever met Winton, you cer-
tainly would never forget him,” said McCabe
of their relationship that spanned more than

50 years.
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IHE CENTRAL CALIFORNIA IRRIGATION DISTRICT is one of four agencies
that make up the San Joaquin River Exchange Contractors Water Authority, that includes

San Luis Canal Company, Firebaugh Canal Water District and Columbia Canal Com-

pany. The Exchange Contractor history dates to the early 1870s, when the San Joaquin

River and Kings River Canal Company partnered with Miller & Lux to construct canals

to divert water from the San Joaquin and Kings rivers to irrigate the westside of Fresno,

Madera, Merced and Stanislaus counties.

CCID is essential to the Grasslands Water Dis-
trict said Chris White, who served as general
manager of the Central California Irrigation
District for 25 years, and now serves as execu-

tive director of the Exchange Contractors.

“Over the years Miller & Lux developed 250
miles of canals and spurs, the same engineering
that developed canals in the Grasslands. This
allowed pure San Joaquin and Kings River wa-
ter to be brought into western Merced County

for crops, pastureland and duck club ponds.”

Today Central California Irrigation District

wheels most of the water to the headgates of

the Grassland Water District. The San Luis
Canal Company and the San Luis-Delta
Mendota Water Authority also deliver water

directly to habitat.

White said it was the only way to get the feder-
al water from the Mendota Pool, including the
guaranteed 50,000 acre-feet negotiated by J.
Martin Winton, and later the 180,000 acre-
feet under the Central Valley Project Improve-

ment Act to the Grasslands.

The Exchange Contractors are also heavily in-
volved with the 55,000 acre-feet of the Grass-

lands “Level 4” supplies, which are required




to be purchased from willing sellers. “We sell
water to the Bureau of Reclamation to provide

to the Grasslands and refuges,” White said.

The Grasslands was still starving for water,
despite the commitment of 50,000 acre-feet
in 1954. With a need of 180,000 acre-feet,

the guaranteed federal water penciled out to
just 28% of what was required to maintain the

wetland ecosystem.

To make up the deficit, the Bureau of
Reclamation urged the Grasslands to enter into
drainage agreements with adjacent agricultural
lands to receive their drainage, called tail water.
That is how the Grasslands persisted through
the 1950s, 1960s and 1970s.

What Reclamation and the Grasslands didn’t
know about tail water, and in particular, tile
drain water, was that the water quality wasn’t
suitable for wildlife. Salts and trace metals con-

centrated and began to cause problems.

Selenium was the biggest culprit, but so were
other trace elements like cadmium, boron and
arsenic, and heavy salts, that were being spread
over the Grasslands wetlands, and poisoning
the ecosystem. and silently poisoning the entire

eco—system.

“It wasn’t good water,” said Dan Nelson,
former executive director of the San Luis-
Delta Mendota Water Authority, who had
previously worked on the drainage agreements
between the Broadview WaterDistrict and

the Grasslands.

“The Grassland Water District Board of
Directors allowed other districts to drain into

the wetlands, as well,” Nelson said. “They even

re-engineered channels and weirs so they could

take what turned out to be tainted water.”

Gary Zahm, retired Project Leader of the

San Luis National Wildlife Refuge Complex,
confirmed that the impacts of selenium-con-
taminated drainage water began when agricul-
tural districts south of the wetland complex
began to employ a network of sub-surface tile
drain water collector systems. The ag districts
removed poor quality perched water away from
their crops and sent it into the Grassland Wa-

ter District for delivery to wetland habitat.

Signed contracts between the ag districts

and the Grassland Water District were led

by Director Carl Van Atta, and guaranteed a
continual source of water, free of charge to the

Grassland wetlands.

“The use of drain water seemed like a great
idea until migratory bird atrocities began to
emerge at the Kesterson National Wildlife
Refuge, an overlay on a U.S. Bureau of Recla-
mation Project,” lamented Zahm. “The lands
were held in fee title by the BOR.”

The Westlands Water District, along I-5, began
irrigating and attempting to farm on land that
had never received water before. What growers
didn’t know was that the land had a “perched”
water table. Plants didn’t like their roots wet,
so nothing would grow. The water table was
not only very shallow, but it was also very sa-
lient, a reminder that ancient seas once covered

the landscape and left marine deposits.

To rid Wetlands of its tile drain water, the
federal government built the San Luis Drain,
which originated in Kettleman City, with the
plan to carry drain water all the way to the
Sacramento-San Joaquin River Delta near

Pittsburg. The tile drains, like a big leach line,

J. Martin Winton,

“Always the Teaacher”

Congressman George Miller

were to move the perched water table into

pipelines, to be carried to San Francisco Bay.

San Luis Drain was constructed up to Reclama-
tion’s 1,238-acre Kesterson Reservoir but, with
the U.S. economy in the dumps and strenuous
objections by Congressman George Miller, the
pro-environment Chair of the House Subcom-
mittee on Water and Power Resources, who
didn’t want to see poisonous tile drain water
dumped into the bay. Thus, the concrete-lined
ditch conveniently stopped on lands already
owned by the Bureau of Reclamation, sister
agency to the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service,

both within the Department of the Interior.

“The federal government built evaporation
ponds and allowed the poisonous tile drain
water to concentrate and bioaccumulate,”
explained Ric Ortega, general manager of the
Grassland Water District. “The government
saved millions of dollars but caused an environ-

mental disaster.”

As the water evaporated, it changed the com-
position of the selenium that filtered into the
soil and entered the food web. Decomposing
plants containing selenium were ingested by

invertebrates in the soil that were eaten by

shorebirds. Black-necked stilts and avocets

had the greatest exposure as their diet consists

primarily of the soil invertebrates.

Within a year or two, while accepting and im-
pounding tainted drain water, biologists start-
ed to see hideous appearing malformed birds.
Kesterson Reservoir coots exhibited white wing
feathers, a definite impact of selenium contam-

ination, before most died.

“The bio-accumulation of selenium was so
toxic that a western grebe landed in one of the
southern cells of the reservoir, began actively
feeding on mosquito fish and died within an
hour,” said Zahm, who continues to believe
the unexplained drop in northern pintail
numbers during the early 1980s was associated
with several years of pintail hens feeding in the
Grasslands and Kern National Wildlife Refuge,
migrating north, nesting early and hatching
less than half of the normal-sized brood to

flight stage.

In 1982, environmental disaster exploded

at Kesterson NWR (now the Kesterson Unit
of the San Luis NWR Complex) and sur-
rounding lands owned by James and Karen
Claus and Frank and Janette Freitas, where the
effects of taking pure tile drain water took its

toll on wildlife and even domestic livestock.
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Effects of
Selenium Bioconcentration

photo courtesy of the USFWS

Deaths and deformities in birds—grotesque
and appearing of another world—were recov-
ered by biologists and photographed by the
national press.

(see Appendix: 1987 Readers Digest)

At the same time, the Grasslands Water District
had a flow through its wetlands that mixed tile
drain with surface water, that was dumped into
Salt Slough, Mud Slough and Los Banos creek
that ultimately passed through to the San Joa-
quin River. While the tile drain water used on
Grassland wetlands didn’t exhibit the horrors of
Kesterson, the habitat across the privately held
duck clubs was deteriorating and the water
quality was also unsuitable for wildlife and the

humans that consumed them.

ScIEnTist's FINDINGS
Revea THE TRUTH

San Luis NWR Project Leader Gary Zahm saw
the worst of times in the Grassland Wetlands.

He would later concede, however, that the nev-

R
"3

er-ending problems with contaminated water,
punctuated by the debacle at Kesterson Ponds,
were the “best thing that ever happened in the
Grasslands” because it brought national atten-
tion to the environmental disaster in the largest
wetland complex in the entire West, and the

need for a supply of good quality water.

Suddenly, the operation of the Central

Valley Project was under intense scrutiny.
Federal scientists discovered the inconvenient
truth: Tile drain water stored at the Kesterson
Ponds was dangerously selenium contaminat-
ed. Their findings were squelched for nearly
three years, due in large part to disputes be-
tween the Bureau of Reclamation and the U.S.
Fish and Wildlife Service, sister agencies of the
U.S. Department of the Interior.

Their research threatened ag districts and their
abilities to drain. It would also cut off the
Grassland Resource Conservation District

and the public refuge water supply. The pow-
erful Bureau of Reclamation was outraged, and

in denial.
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Refuge Manager Zahm said the effects of four
years of accepting poisoned drain water into
the discharge ponds had caused algae blooms.
Cattails and most every species of fish died,
and many less waterfowl were observed to use

the area.

Fisheries biologist Michael Saiki learned that
the once diverse and viable San Luis Drain
fish populations had disappeared, except for
mosquito fish. He collected and tested mos-
quito fish from the San Luis Drain and found
selenium levels 100 times greater than ever
documented, and the highest ever recorded
in a living fish. The Bureau of Reclamation

squelched his data.

Harry Ohlendorf, the director of the Patuxent
Wildlife Research Center’s field station at U.C.
Davis, and Felix Smith, a Fish and Wildlife
Service biologist, found hundreds of dead and
dying chicks from a diversity of wading bird
and duck nests at Kesterson. One-in-10 nests
had deformed chicks. When their data was
resented by farmers, the Bureau of Reclama-
tion downplayed the findings, which were later
proven accurate. By 1990, both Ohlendorf and
Smith had left the Fish and Wildlife Service.

William Sweeney, manager of the Sacramen-
to area office of the USFWS was a vocal and
steadfast opponent to not expand Kesterson
Reservoir and destroy natural habitat.

He ardently supported the scientific findings
and was featured on a CBS “60 Minutes”
program which presented the high-profile
migratory bird atrocities that were occurring at
the reservoir and painted the Bureau of Recla-
mation and California regulatory agencies in

a poor light.

During a speech delivered to the Grassland

Landowners Meeting at the Los Banos Fair-

grounds, Sweeney said “the bureaucratic con-
struction and operation of the Central Valley
Project has turned the San Joaquin River into
the lower colon of California—a stinking
sewer contaminated with salts, heavy metals,
trace elements and the residue from the annual
application of hundreds of tons of insecticides,

herbicides and fertilizers.”

Zahm recalled, “Sweeney went toe to toe with
the BOR’s regional director in Sacramento and
wouldn’t back down.” Sweeney’s position was

eliminated shortly thereafter.

Based upon the skepticism regarding the initial
selenium research, the USFWS requested
“neutral” assistance from the U.S. Geologi-
cal Survey in 1983. Ivan Barnes and Theresa
Presser arrived on site to conduct independent
research. Their collective data showed record
high levels of selenium at Kesterson Reser-
voir and their expanded investigations found
elevated selenium from Los Banos to Kettle-
man City. Barnes later told Felix Smith that
he would rather work at the edge of an active

volcano than at Kesterson Reservoir.

Witouire Activist
Wins BaTTLE

As the disastrous effects of spreading con-
taminated tile drain water onto wetlands and
into evaporation ponds at Kesterson National
Wildlife Refuge began to gain national atten-
tion, federal government agencies failed to act

and covered up facts.

The precedence of giving good quality water
to agriculture and sending tainted drain water
throughout the Grasslands continued unabat-
ed. Scientific studies that proved contaminated

water was destroying fish and wildlife were
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Jim Claus

shuffled aside by bureaucrats.

But the largest landowner in the Grasslands—a
tough-minded, Montana cattleman and attor-
ney, with a Ph.D. from Stanford—fought back
tooth and nail. His name was Jim Claus, who
had an extreme dislike for anyone who lied to

him. He had no patience for it.

“The federal scientists had more than 50 stud-
ies that showed the environmental destruction
going on here,” claimed Claus. “They all knew
what was going on in the Grasslands, but their
findings were suppressed by the Bureau of Rec-

lamation. They lied to us.

“Reclamation was giving pure, good quality
Shasta Lake water to farmers who, in turn were
the giving their toxic, contaminated tile drain
water to the Grasslands.” Claus called the prac-

tice, “organizational insanity.”

Claus operated a fully integrated business,
owning about 5,000 acres in the Grasslands
and about 1,250 head of cattle, while owning
another 6,000 acres in Panoche for growing
hay. Part of Claus’ holdings included the Kes-
terson and Zimmerman duck clubs, set imme-

diately next to the refuge’s evaporation ponds.

“One day my Chesapeake retriever brought in
a tundra swan and carried it into the com-
pound,” said Claus, who wondered what was

going on here. “How did this bird die?”

He called the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service
and started raising hell and carried his rants

to the service’s regional office in Portland, and
claimed, “You are killing my cows and cows
owned by my neighbors, Frank and Janette Fre-
itas, with selenium toxicity that has poisoned
the soil,” he said. “They didn’t give a damn

about fish and wildlife, or livestock or people,

for that matter. Ultimately, they were going to
ship this contaminated water all the way to San

Francisco Bay and pollute it, too.”

Claus paid dearly for his claims, which shook
the foundation of the Bureau of Reclamation
and struck fear in farmers and ranchers that
their water might be cut off because of an
inability to drain. For upsetting the agricul-
tural communities that had been receiving
good quality water, Claus got two bullet holes
through the windshield of his truck and was
told by his favorite local restaurant to “never

come back.” The pressure was that intense.

Claus was not to be deterred. He contacted Ed
Bradley of the CBS television documentary,
“60 Minutes,” to come out to the Grasslands
and see the environmental destruction, first-
hand and to share it with millions of television
viewers. The evaporation ponds at Kesterson

were closed shortly after the broadcast.

“Unless we protect anadromous fish, like
Chinook salmon, and wildlife, we're going to
poison this planet,” Claus said. “If we don’t
have clean water, we're going to poison our

kids and kill society.”

Claus won the battle. He had sued the federal
government and prevailed and is considered
by many one of the true heroes of the Grass-
lands, that include landowners Jeff Kerry and

Pepper Snyder.

“Jim was by far the most effective person I
have ever met, read about or heard about on
water and waterfowl issues,” Kerry said. “With
his own money he helped create the original
wetland waterfowl easement and was a big
reason why the federal program was originally

placed in the Grasslands.
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Pepper Snyder

“He discovered selenium poisoning in agricul-
tural drain water, researched and drafted his
conclusions and met with biologists and water
experts. He had the ability to understand their
findings and to force the federal government to
act and stop the proliferation of contaminated

drain water that was entering the biomass.”

Claus also led an overthrow of the Grassland
Resource Conservation Board of Directors,
replacing directors who were in denial about
the poisoned water they were using to flood
wetlands.

(see Appendix: SF Examiner)

Jeff Kerry recalled, “In the 1970s Grasslands
was totally controlled by agriculture. The
Grassland Water District had water quality
standards that were not considered nor en-
forced, even when our water contained 2500
total dissolved salts and 6 parts boron. The
GWD even fired its waterfowl biologist, Roy
Leach, because his findings indicted that GWD

was being salt poisoned by ag drain water.”

Assemblyman Rusty Areias told him, “All the
ag drainers are in denial. Get them to admit we

have a problem, and we’ll get this solved.”

“Claus led the charge through the Grassland
Action Committee, made up of landowners
who didn’t want to see their wetlands poisoned
to death,” said Kerry. “We were very disruptive
to the GRCD Board of Directors.”

Both Pepper Snyder and Kerry ran for the
GRCD board and won election. Soon, there-
after, the resource conservation district, in a
complete about face, passed a resolution to get
drain water out of its system of canals and force
the government to provide a clean and ade-

quate water supply.

This resolution and plenty of media coverage
helped set the stage for passage of the Central
Valley Project Improvement Act in 1992.

The U.S. Justice Department obtained the Fre-
itas Ranch via a Grant Deed because of a con-
demnation settlement in 1990. The property
was transferred to the Bureau of Reclamation
and shortly thereafter, stewardship was given
to the Fish and Wildlife Service. The service
obtained the 5,600-acre property through fee
title in 1991, is now known as the North and

South Freitas Units.

The former Claus property, consisting of 555
acres, was purchased in fee title in 1990. Today
the property is identified by the Fish and Wild-

life Service as the Blue Goose Unit.

A settlement was also reached with Frank and
Charles Schwab, brothers who owned 179

acres adjacent to Kesterson Reservoir.

The combined units are part of the sprawling
Kesterson NWR, 10,621 acres in all, that
are within the historic floodplain of the San
Joaquin River and included in the San Luis
National Wildlife Refuge Complex.

The Kesterson Reservoir—a series of

holding ponds developed by the Bureau

of Reclamation—ceased to take toxic drain
water in 1986. The ponds were filled in 1988
with one million cubic yards of soil to elimi-
nate wildlife exposure to selenium contamina-

tion and are not part of the refuge.

While selenium contamination at Kesterson
only occurred over a few years, remediation
efforts took more than 20 years. Total remedia-
tion costs exceeded $21 million.

Claus, now 83, lives in Oregon. In 1992, he

conceptualized and proposed creation of the
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Aldo Sansoni

Neal Nelson

1,856-acre Tualadin River National Wildlife
Refuge on the outskirts of Portland. “The
urban refuge is an example of what land use
should be for the long term,” he said. “I think
we're finally on the right track, doing some-
thing for fish and wildlife. I really believe
refuges are the key to a healthy America. We
got it done in western Merced County and

the outskirts of Portland. Now let’s get water
back into the San Joaquin River and restore the

Chinook salmon run.”

The sole source of water used to manage the
San Luis NWR was a senior appropriative
license that allowed the diversion of up to
19,900 acre-feet from Salt Slough. This water
would be co-mingled with operational spillage
at three locations from the San Luis Canal
Company’s ag-delivery ditches. This system
had been in place and used since the refuge was
acquired in 1966, an acquisition which was
strenuously opposed by Carl Van Atta, a board

member of the Grasslands Water District.

Following the finding of selenium impacts on
migratory birds and domestic livestock, the
USFWS mandated that no waters containing
more than 2 parts per billion could be applied
to federal lands. The co-mingled water from
the Grassland Water District that ultimate-

ly reached Salt Slough, exceeded this limit,
rendering it unsuitable for San Luis National
Wildlife Refuge management needs and would
force the closure of all public use programs,

including waterfowl hunting on the refuge.

To counterbalance the loss of Salt Slough wa-
ter, emergency negotiations began between the

USFWS and BOR and San Luis Canal Com-

pany, which made modifications to its infra-
structure to accommodate federal water from
the 1954 Central Valley Project Act. Ironically,
the water that had never been delivered to the

refuge was suddenly available.

Unfortunately, Kesterson NWR, Grassland
duck clubs and the Los Banos Wildlife Area
were still receiving a selenium-contaminated
water supply. Zahm came up with a remedy in
1985 which would allow the transfer of sele-
nium-contaminated water from the Grassland
Water District into the self-contained San Luis

Drain, which had recently been closed.

“It may sound strange, but I actually dreamed

about the plan,” Zahm said.

Knowing that agricultural interests would sup-
port the plan, Zahm set up an early morning
meeting with Aldo Sansoni, a well-respected
farmer and board member of the San Luis

Canal Company.

“Siting with our coffee, I drew up my plan on
a napkin and explained the importance

of such a project,” said Zahm. “With the cur-
rent anti-government sentiment because of the
selenium investigations and the Bureau of
Reclamation decision to close the San Luis
Drain to ag—drain water, emotions were run-
ning high among San Joaquin Valley farmers

and water districts.”

Sansoni, known as a more contemplative
individual, could relay the background of the
plan and need for such a project. Eventually,
the San Luis Canal Company and Central
California Irrigation District negotiated long-
term contracts to deliver good quality, well
timed Central Valley Project Improvement Act
supplies to the Grassland wetlands.

Based on a later meeting with Neal Nelson, a
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Gary Kramer

private consultant within the Grassland Water
District, the transfer point of contaminated,
co-mingled water into the San Luis Drain was
proposed to be moved to the Grassland Water
District’s southern boundary. This action cre-
ated the opportunity for the entire Grassland
Water District and public lands to ultimately
receive fresh water daily from the 1992 Central
Valley Project Improvement Act and rid itself

from contaminated drain water.

“The reopening of the San Luis Drain—known
as the Zahm, Sansoni, Nelson Plan—to again
transport and discharge ag-drain water into the
San Joaquin River was a bitter pill to swallow
for some environmental groups, despite the
huge benefits to wetlands and migratory birds,”
said Zahm. “Needless to say, I had many stress-

ful days and nights during the Kesterson era.”

Their idea was to convey the contaminated
flows around the managed Grassland wetlands
by refurbishing parts of the concrete-lined San
Luis Drain and reroute them into Mud Slough.
Prior to their “bypass plan,” the same water
delivery canals used to flood managed wetlands
were used to convey drainage water to the San

Joaquin River via the wetlands.

According to a Conservation Plan and En-
vironmental Assessment by the U.S. Fish

and Wildlife Service, published in 2023, the
benefits of the Grassland Bypass Project to the
managed wetlands are “well-documented.”
The results of the project indicate success in
conserving the Grassland wetlands. For
example, by 2022, ag drainage into the San
Luis Drain, Mud Slough and the San Joaquin
River saw a reduction in the selenium load by
95%, the salt load by 86% and the boron load
by 74%.

In 1996, prior to the Bypass Project, the mean

annual selenium concentration in Salt Slough
was 16 parts per billion. Since that time, the 2
parts per billion monthly mean water quality
objectives for Salt Slough, Mud Slough and
the Grassland Water District wetland water

supplies have been met.

In 1981, the U. S. Fish and Wildlife Service,
placed a brand-new position at San Luis
NWR Complex—a private lands easement
biologist—to sign up willing private wetlands

owners to enter conservation easements.

Easements had been popular among landown-
ers in the northern prairie breeding grounds of
the United States, but never had been sold on
wintering grounds for waterfowl. The Grass-

land wetlands would be the first.

“The idea was to pay landowners a price to
put their land into a perpetual easement,”
said Gary Kramer, who was also charged with
helping owners improve their habitat. “I went

from being a refuge biologist to a half realtor,

half biologist,” he said.

Kramer went to clubs to explain what the
federal program was all about. “Essentially, the
USFWS would pay them a price—50 to 75%
of the value of the ground—if they put their
land in a perpetual easement,” he said. “The
land couldn’t be developed into anything but a

wetland or associated upland.”

He ran into stiff resistance and was bombarded
with every problem that duck hunters faced,
such as birds stacking up on San Luis Reservoir
and fears that their duck hunting privileges

would be taken away. Most of all, landowners
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didn’t trust the federal government and were

suspicious of its motivations.

But Kramer persevered, attending Grassland
Water and Resource Conservation District
meetings, and getting to know some of the
key directors, including J. Martin Winton,
Carter Harrison, David McCabe and Carl
Van Atta, and its second general manager,

Don Marciochi.

Marciochi, a Fresno State grad with a teaching
credential, had literally grown into the gener-
al manager’s job, having served the GWD as

a supervisor and assistant to Roy Lower, the
original general manager. A Los Banos native,
Marciochi displayed an even temperament
and the ability to cut through politics for the
benefit of the Grassland wetlands.

Kramer received direct instructions from Mar-
ciochi and Winton, who told him to “get out
in the field and spread the word. If we want

to hunt ducks in perpetuity, we must preserve
the habitat. This program will pay clubs serious

money when they sell an easement.”

Jim Claus, the largest landowner in the Grass-

lands, entered the game early and sold the very

first easement to the USFWS.
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By 1984, in just three years, Kramer had
enrolled about 25,000 acres in the Grasslands,
anchored by the large Salinas Gun Club in the
north and Gables Duck Club in the south.
Over time, most every club in the Grasslands
sold an easement, and the program went from

zero to almost 100% participation.

Clubs discovered that selling an easement
didn’t reduce the value of their land, it en-
hanced it, because recreational land can have
far greater worth than farm ground. The pri-
vate lands easement program was literally the

salvation for the Grasslands.

“When the Central Valley Project Improve-
ment Act was authorized in 1992 and

signed into law by President George H. W.
Bush, the water came, clubs with a federal
presence in the easement program were privy
to that water,” Kramer said. “With a conser-
vation easement, the private clubs had much

more clout.”

Many clubs took some of their easement mon-
ey and invested it back into the ground

to improve their habitat and grow duck food.
In 2024, approximately 90,000 acres of private
lands have enrolled in the Conservation

Easement Program.

<




Ellen Wehr
Dedication of the Mud Slough Restoration Project
(from left to right)

Dan Whitehead, GRCD Director; Don Marciochi, GWD General Manager; Agnes Harrison; Carter Harrison; Pepper Snyder, GWD President;
John Beam, CDFW; Kim Forrest, USFWS; Bill Parham, GRCD President,/Director.

Arter THE CVPIA:
LEGAL HISTORY

(GRASSLANDS

A.FTER ENACTMENT of the Central Valley Project Improvement Act in 1992,

Grassland Water District took on the continuing task of ensuring that the law

remained intact, and the Bureau of Reclamation implemented its refuge water supply

legal requirements.

General Counsel Ellen Wehr, who represents
the GWD, explained the legal history with this
synopsis. CVPIA was enacted at the height of a
severe drought and intensifying environmental
politics. The Bureau of Reclamation received a
Biological Opinion from the National Marine
Fisheries Service in 1992 finding that CVP
water operations jeopardized the survival

of threatened Sacramento River winter-run
Chinook salmon. Congress enacted the CVPIA
that same year, in a legislative attempt to
achieve “a reasonable balance among compet-
ing demands for use of Central Valley Project
water, including the requirements of fish and
wildlife, agricultural, municipal and industrial

and power contractors.”

From the beginning there was a need to protect
the integrity of the law against significant
efforts to undo it, led by Grasslands president
Pepper Snyder and board members Doug

Federighi and Jeff Kerry. In 1993, the Delta
smelt was listed as a threatened species under
the Endangered Species Act, and the U.S. Fish
and Wildlife Service issued a second Biolog-
ical Opinion finding jeopardy to the species
because of CVP operations. To some this era
was a reckoning, and to others it significantly
diminished the CVP’s benefits. It was also the
dawn of a litigious era in California water, one

that continues today.

With low water storage conditions as a result
of drought and new regulatory requirements to
protect the environment, the Bureau drasti-
cally reduced its annual water allocations to
agricultural water districts in the early 1990’s.
Westlands and San Benito Water Districts filed
lawsuit after lawsuit, including an unsuccessful
legal challenge to the CVPIA, where the court
held that the law “requires the Bureau to pro-

vide water to wildlife refuges” even if the result
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Don Marciochi

is “a shortage in water to deliver to satisfy the

Bureau’s contractual obligations to Westlands.”

Grassland Water District, through its long-
time General Manager Don Marciochi led
the district’s efforts to secure firm water sup-
plies under the CVPIA. Guided by board Pres-
ident Pepper Snyder and members Jeff Kerry,
Bob Nardi, Doug Federighi and Tom Mackey,
the district used trusted attorneys in the years
that followed, focused on implementing and
defending the CVPIA. They also executed
major drainage agreements that assisted in
additional water supply and financial support

for the district.

Literally billions in funding to the district was
enabled by a coalition of entities: Ducks Un-
limited, California Waterfowl, U.S. Fish and
Wildlife Service and the state Department of
Fish and Wildlife.

Attorney Dan Cardozo, a partner at Adams
Broadwell Joseph & Cardozo in Sacramento,
assisted the district for decades on many
matters related to water, and helped defeat

several large land development proposals near

the Grasslands.

“We were being threatened by urban encroach-
ment, so we engaged this Sacramento law
firm,” recalled board president Pepper Snyder.
“We had never fought battles like this before.”

Cardozo was the primary attorney who
negotiated the long-term refuge water supply
contracts between the Bureau of Reclama-

tion and the CVPIA refuge managers. Later,
General Manager Dave Widell brought in Hal
Candee, a partner at Altshuler Berzon in San
Francisco, who served as senior attorney for the
Natural Resources Defense Council, to inter-

face with the Bureau of Reclamation on behalf

of Grassland Water District to advocate for

the critical need for the refuge water supply.
Candee was also a co-director of the NRDCs
Western Water Project and carried considerable

credentials in the fight for refuge water.

Widell was also the GWDs first general man-
ager to pursue a collaboration with Dan Nel-
son, manager of the San Luis Delta-Mendota
Water Authority. He proposed a joint position
among the USBR, RWSP and the SLDMWA
that focused on the development of projects
to diversify refuge Level 2 supply and develop

incremental Level 4 water.

In 1997, the Grasslands was given a new
moniker that expanded its focal point of the
75,000-acre Resource Conservation District to
wetlands and uplands to the north, south and
east. The Grasslands Ecological Area was the
idea of Gary Zahm, then the project leader of
the San Luis National Wildlife Refuge Com-
plex, who believed a much larger 240,000-acre
area should be recognized for its critical hab-
itat—a 25 by 30 mile mixture of private and
public wetlands and riparian corridors—where

245 species of birds could be seen.

“I was stimulated by a colorful brochure pub-
lished by the Grassland Water District which
displayed the beauty and importance of the
area,” Zahm said. “That’s when I came up with
Grassland Ecological Area, which I believed
was a good descriptor for the natural bounty
we have in Merced County. Everyone bought
in and the area started getting much more
national and international recognition.” But
battles over water intensified, despite the area’s

vital importance to wildlife.

Only 10 years after execution of refuge water
supply contracts, in 2011 California members

of the House of Representatives introduced

federal legislation to amend the CVPIA. Nu-
merous bills like this would follow, none yet
successful, with provisions that would deem
the CVPIA “complete,” reduce mitigation fees,
replace water dedicated to fish and wildlife,
and put short deadlines on the CVPIA’s refuge
water infrastructure requirements. Grassland
Water District, through General Manager Dave
Widell, followed by Ric Ortega, increased its
communication with federal lawmakers in this
decade, and began making more frequent trips

to Washington D.C. for face-to-face meetings.

Twenty years after the first CVPIA lawsuit, in
the face of a severe drought in 2014, another
lawsuit was filed, this time by Friant Water
Authority and its member districts on the east
side of the San Joaquin Valley. The Friant Unit
of the CVP faced the first-ever water release
from Friant Dam to meet the demand of more
senior San Joaquin River Exchange Contractors

on the west side. Grassland Water District and

Grassland Resource Conservation District were
named as defendants in a claim that the “Bu-
reau of Reclamation may not lawfully use any
water for any Central Valley Project purpose,
including delivery to Grassland Resource Con-
servation District or other wildlife refuges, un-
til the Exchange Contractors’ substitute water
supply requirements have been satisfied.” After
unsuccessfully seeking a Temporary Restraining
Order, where the court ruled the claim “wholly

without merit,” the lawsuit was dismissed.

The drought years of 2014-2015 debilitated
California, including the first water cutbacks
for refuges under the CVPIA. Grassland
Water District developed new and creative
strategies to diversify its water supply and pur-
sued increased legal and policy engagement

at the state and federal levels. It hired Ellen

Wehr as its first in-house legal counsel. It also

retained Mark Smith, a policy consultant

in Sacramento.

Grassland Water District took on more legal
work to develop contracts, complete environ-
mental review and obtain permits for these
projects, and held lengthy policy and financial
discussions with project partners. The district’s
office staff to include Veronica Woodruff,
Diane Vowles and Jessica Wright put in hard

work to administer these endeavors.

Challenges for maintaining baseline Level
2 refuge water deliveries persisted. In 2019,
litigation by Central Valley Project commercial

power contractors resulted in a major funding

setback for the CVPIA Restoration Fund.

In 2021, in his outgoing days as Secretary of
the Interior, David Bernhardt issued a series
of memos concluding that the CVPIA could
plausibly be deemed “complete,” while ac-
knowledging that its refuge water provisions
were not yet fulfilled. The memos were later
overturned by the U.S. Department of the
Interior secretary Deb Haaland. The Grassland
Water District, however, was no longer playing

only defense.
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Incremental Level 4 refuge water, as defined

by CVPIA, is the amount of water needed for
optimal habitat management, and it must be
acquired from voluntary sources. In the first
decades of CVPIA implementation, the Bureau
of Reclamation purchased water transfers from
Central Valley Project contractors on an annual
basis, meeting approximately 25% of the Level

4 refuge water requirement.

Grassland Water District began with a ground-
water pilot program in 2008, at first acquiring
groundwater from nearby farmers and water
districts, then facilitating well installations
within the district boundaries. Voters approved
Proposition 1, the California Water Bond, in
2014. With a new infusion of state funding for
refuge water infrastructure, the district lever-
aged available local and federal funds to invest
in the North Valley Recycled Water Program,
a partnership with Del Puerto Water District
that conveys tertiary treated wastewater from
nearby cities to the Delta-Mendota Canal for

both agricultural and refuge use.

The district was also awarded Proposition 1
funding to support the North Grasslands Wa-
ter Conservation and Water Quality Control
Project, a partnership with San Luis Water Dis-
trict that recirculates about 18,000 acre-feet of

refuge water for use in the North Grasslands.

Grassland Water District took on more legal
work to develop contracts, complete environ-

mental review, and obtain permits for these

projects, and held often lengthy policy and
financial discussions with project partners. And
while the cost of annual “spot market” water
transfers continued to climb, the investment

in long-term regional supplies resulted in
increased Level 4 water allocations for CVPIA
refuges. In wet hydrologic years, most refug-

es could count on receiving 100% of their
CVPIA supply, a feat that was not accom-
plished for 30 years.

The fight to protect wetland water quality from
harmful constituents in upslope agricultural
drainage spanned more than 40 years, from
the Kesterson Reservoir disaster in the 1980s
to court cases in the 2020s, applying the Clean
Water Act to the Grassland Bypass Project.
Within this four-decade period, the district re-
doubled its commitment efforts —particularly
after the severe drought years of 2014-2015—
joining other groups to embark on a long-term
effort to fully implement the refuge water
provisions of the CVPIA.

The district achieved an important exemption
from state water quality regulation in 2021. It
also played a key role in developing a Ground-
water Sustainability Plan for the Delta-Men-
dota Subbasin, under the state’s Sustainable

Groundwater Management Plan.

For water supply projects, in the 2020’s the
district continued to further new partnerships
with water agencies in the pursuit of refuge
water supply benefits from water storage proj-
ects. It joined the Los Vaqueros Joint Powers
Authority to promote ecosystem benefits

as part of that reservoir expansion project,
worked with the Bureau of Reclamation to
secure refuge water storage in an expanded San
Luis Reservoir, and partnered with the San
Joaquin River Exchange Contractors and San

Luis Water District in a proposal to reoperate a
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local reservoir, the Los Banos Creek Reservoir.
The future will likely also see small-scale water
regulating storage projects within the dis-
trict, further efficiencies in water and wetland
habitat management, an effort to increase
local breeding bird populations, and expanded
wetland footprint as more land protection and

restoration efforts take place.

Within the Grasslands Water District,

since its inception, there have been ditch
tenders and supervisors, engineers and heavy
equipment operators, biologists and scientists,
and boards of directors. For many years it was
a man’s world, except for one: Veronica Wood-
ruff, who would become known as “the voice

of the district.”

When she retired in 2023, Woodruff had
logged 34 years with the water district,
earning the mantle as the agency’s longest
serving employee. Along the way she was “the
voice,” talking directly to landowners, gaining
their respect and ultimately their trust. When
they phoned and asked about water—how
much was available, when it was coming and
how much it would cost— Woodruff answered

their questions.

Woodruff’s career began in 1989 as a

secretary. Her role as a vital cog to the organi-
zation expanded to co-assistant general man-
ager with Scott Lower under General Manager
Don Marciochi, and finally to secretary-trea-

surer and controller.

Woodruff was the heart and soul of the district
and lived through many changes. At the dis-
trict’s original office at 610 Pacheco Boulevard,
which served the district and attorney/general

manager Roy Lower concurrently. She said

board meetings were brief, so all in attendance

could part take in the rolling beverage cart.

“Times were pretty simple,” recalled Woodruff,
who chronicled the changes of water district
leadership since its inception in 1954. Old
records showed Lower as the general manager
and his son, Mark Lower, as water master

and superintendent.

Mark Lower ran water in both the North and
South Grasslands and found the workload
increased to the point the district needed more

help, not just seasonal.

“Don Marciochi and I went to school together
in Los Banos,” Mark Lower said. “I hired him
to manage water and shoulder the workload in

the North Grasslands. Don worked as a ditch

tender and later as a supervisor and manager.”

“The Board of Directors took notice of Don’s
diligence and good judgement and decided to
make him the general manger in 1983, and
kept Roy as its attorney,” said Woodruff, who
researched old minutes and correspondence.
“In the late 80s there were five on our field
team: water tenders Darrell Nunes and Scott
Lower, who became water master and super-

visor, and a maintenance staff of Sam Cook,

Frank Castodio and Roger Huff.”

Woodruff’s first position was with Central
California Irrigation District. She was hired
by Walt Latham to oversee the water and
maintenance departments. Then she moved to

Grasslands.

She recalled when Marciochi and the Board

of Directors decided to close the bar during
public meetings, when landowners complained
that alcohol was being served. “The meetings

continued at the Pacheco Boulevard office,
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and after a proper adjournment, the partici-
pants went to Carlo’s, a well-known restaurant

and bar, for libations and further discussion,”

Woodruff said.

Meetings soon became long and contentious
and began to extend well into the evening. The
City of Los Banos footprint was expanding,
and proposed development was threatening the
Grasslands with golf courses, housing, a com-

munity college and industrial expansion.

Grassland Water District board met Tuesdays.
Discussing the thorny issues were board mem-
bers Pepper Snyder, Jeff Kerry, David McCabe,
Jack Sturla and Mike Bambauer.

The Grassland Resource Conservation District
met on the fourth Tuesday and included Duane
Cosart, Gary Harris and Carter Harrison, and
two members who served both boards concur-
rently, Jeff Kerry and David McCabe.

Pepper Snyder, who has served as water district
president for 37 years, since 1987, explained
the situation. “When the resource conservation
board came into being in 1972, the same board
of directors served both entities. Once the
duties and obligations of these boards became
more complicated and time-consuming, each

entity had its own board, with no overlap,

starting in 1985.”

“Both boards of directors were “real strong ad-
vocates for protecting the Grassland Wetlands,”
Woodruff said. “They took their fight to Wash-
ington, D.C., published a newsletter, invited
the news media to write stories and insisted
that Dennis Underwood, water commissioner
for the U.S. Bureau of Reclamation, make a
personal visit to show him the dry Grassland
Wetlands that so desperately needed a firm
supply of well-timed, good-quality water.

Woodruff described Marciochi was an excellent
general manager, especially for the chang-

ing times. “He was super kind, patient, very
knowledgeable and understood the history

of the Grassland Water District,” she said. “I
never heard anyone say a bad word about him,
but he could be very passionate when it came

to protecting the wetlands.”

In 1991, Peter Ottesen was hired as a pub-

lic information officer. A veteran newspaper
writer, outdoor school leader and member of
the Salinas Gun Club, he brought passion and
experience in publicizing the district’s impor-
tance to fish and wildlife, and waterfowl along

the entire Pacific Flyway.

The district newsletter, Grassland Today, tar-

Pepper Snyder Jeff Kerry

David McCabe Juck Sturla
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geted landowners, news media and politicians
from Sacramento to Washington, D.C. The
publication was recognized by the Outdoor
Writers Association of California as “Best
Newsletter,” for 14 consecutive years. Stories
highlighting the Grasslands appeared nation-
wide, including the Christian Science Monitor,
San Francisco Chronicle, Wall Street Journal
and Los Angeles Times, and on numerous

radio and television documentaries.

In 1992, Woodruff was credited with finding a
much larger office space to rent for the district,
complete with a large maintenance shop and

equipment yard. “Moving to South Mercey

GWD Staff & Directors, circa 1990

Springs Road gave us room to grow,” she said.
“Jeft Kerry put the deal together. Our new site

was the best thing ever.”

The new office also provided space for allied or-
ganizations like Ducks Unlimited and Califor-
nia Waterfowl Association. At the same time,
board president Snyder reached out to Dave
Widell to become the district’s assistant general
manager. The office staff expanded to include

Melissa Cotta and Norma Rodriguez.

Widell possessed a political science degree from
U.C. Davis and was a former aide to Assem-

blyman Rusty Areias and had long ties with

David Cosart

Gary Harris Carter Harrison
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Dave Widell

Los Banos. Widell would later become deputy
director of State Parks and assistant secretary of
the Resources Agency, before returning home

to the GWD as its general manager in 2007.

“Dave really cut back on expenses and kept
close controls on all aspects of the district,”
Woodruff said. “By the time he died unex-
pectedly in 2011, Dave had put away enough
money to put a down payment on a new office
on West Willmott Avenue, which we now own
outright. We moved into our current head-

quarters in 2013.”

Woodruff described Widell as a consummate
politician, a dealmaker who could forge con-
nections with groups that didn't see eye-to-eye

and often were bitter enemies.

“Dave got lawyers going, protected our district
boundaries from encroachment and developed
allies at all levels of government and local
concerns,” she said. “His leadership was the

springboard for the district going forward.”

Among Widell’s broad vision was a need for

an environmental education center to serve
local school children and show them and

the community the importance of the Grass-
land Wetlands. It would be known as the
Grassland Environmental Center, with a catchy
acronym, GEECe.

Woodruff recalled Peter Ottesen loaning
money for the center’s first building, a mobile
home, that was placed at Ingomar Packing
Company, to complement walking trails with
interpretive signs. She said Candace Sigmund
has long directed the center, which moved to
its permanent location at the Los Banos Wild-
life Area. GEECe serves approximately 6,000
local children annually, and now has a satellite

area for field trips at Bird Ranch at San Luis

Creek near Santa Nella.

Widell also hired the current general manager,
Ric Ortega, a wetland ecologist, who was con-
ducting research in the Grassland Wetlands as

the district’s first science programs manager.

At her retirement celebration, held in conjunc-
tion with the annual landowner’s meeting in
2024, Woodruff spoke, in typical understated
fashion. “Working with the landowners and
gaining their trust, those interactions made
me feel good,” she said. “Theyd call with
questions and talk with me, because I'd tell

it straight. It is the landowners that kept me
going all these years. They were so passionate

about our wetlands.”

Besides water issues, Grassland Water District
has long been focused on the protection of its
wetland habitats from incompatible develop-
ment proposals. In 1995, it commissioned two
comprehensive land use studies from promi-
nent thinkers, concluding that a buffer from
development was the best way to protect the
integrity of the wetland complex. In 2001, the
district also commissioned an economics study

to document the significant regional economic

benefits of the Grasslands.

An example of a GWD-sponsored study
concerned the effects of urbanization on the
critical passage for migratory birds along a
narrow corridor that links the North and South
Grasslands, east of Los Banos. The research

was undertaken by Joe Fleskes, Ph.D., of the
U.S. Geological Survey, focused on Flight Path
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Telemetry and routes taken each day by 42
radio tagged northern pintail that flew from
their roosts to feeding sites. The study showed
that the flight corridor was used extensively by
birds, and that encroachment or even breaking
up of the corridor would imperil migratory
bird species. The finding ultimately influenced
Merced County and the City of Los Banos to
incorporate wetland protection provisions in

their long-range planning documents.

Another project was to monitor selenium and
other trace elements, both on water when it
entered the wetlands complex and when it was
discharged. The study was led by Nigel Quinn,
Ph.D., of Berkeley National Laboratory, which
concluded that water was cleaner when it left

the district than when it entered.

Grassland Water District successfully pursued
an international designation for the Grassland
Ecological Area, which in 2005 was listed as

a Wetland of International Importance under
the Ramsar Convention, a treaty that provides
for the conservation wetlands worldwide. But
without official state or local land use protec-
tions beyond conservation easements, partic-
ularly for the agricultural lands surrounding
the district, each new development proposal

necessitated a response.

For decades, attorneys at the Adams Broadwell
firm negotiated with the City of Los Banos and
County of Merced to limit their urban growth
boundaries and reject new development pro-
posals around the edges of Los Banos, Volta,
and Gustine. Supported by California De-
partment of Fish and Wildlife, U.S. Fish and
Wildlife Service, California Waterfowl Associa-
tion and Ducks Unlimited, the district success-
fully developed a buffer zone with a land-use

consultation requirement that was adopted by

Merced County in its General Plan.

The City of Los Banos General Plan also rec-
ognizes the importance of maintaining a buffer
zone between urban growth and wetlands. The
plan, adopted October 19, 2022, reads, in part:
“Los Banos City Council includes a provision
to protect wetlands for migratory birds and to
keep good relations with the Central California
Irrigation District and the Grassland Water
District. The plan keeps ag/rural lands for
migratory birds and prevents them from being

rezoned for industrial use.”

Over the years, Grassland Water District has
stopped numerous new developments in prox-
imity to its boundaries, including a proposed
golf resort, a community college, a shooting
range, and a rodeo and concert venue. It also
negotiated avian protection plans for renew-
able energy projects, particularly solar arrays,

food processing and dairy expansions.

The proposal by Chinese developers to con-
struct 1,600 homes and a golf course adjacent
to the migratory corridor and the state-oper-
ated Gadwall Unit was particularly onerous.
“The pressure was really turned up,” recalled
Pepper Snyder, president of the GWD board of
directors. “When I met with them they offered

some pretty nice incentives.”

On the third meeting in San Jose, Snyder of-
fered up a plan of his own. “Maybe there is

a way to do this,” he said. “What we need to
do is camouflage the golf carts and golf balls
and insist the golfers wear camo clothing.”
Snyder never heard from the foreign developers

after that.
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As a focal point for providing critical, well-
timed, quality water to wetlands, the Grassland
Water District provides life giving supplies to
the largest complex in the entire West. Through
it all, private citizens have strived to protect a

public resource.

The district’s mission is to deliver water, inspire
innovate new ways to conserve and redistribute
water and fight to retain water mandated by
the Central Valley Project Improvement Act.
The Grassland Ecological Area is a mainstay for
migratory birds that fly the north/south route

each fall known as the Pacific Flyway.

Leading conservationists and environmentalists
are proponents and defenders of the Grass-

lands. Here are some of their perspectives:

Steve McCormick, former president of The
Nature Conservancy and co-founder of Earth
Genome, commented, “The contributions
hunters have made to the conservation of
vast assemblages of wetlands and adjacent
landscapes, such as the Grasslands, are incal-
culable and vastly underappreciated by the

general public.

“Hunters were, in fact, the original conserva-
tionists, who realized that what needed pro-
tecting was not just scenic wonders, but intact,
fully functioning ecosystems essential for a

species to flourish.”

John Carlson, recently retired president of
California Waterfowl Association, expressed
the importance of the Grasslands to the Pacific
Flyway and globally, as well. “The value of
these wetlands cannot be overstated,” he

said. “Millions of waterfowl and shorebirds
depend on the wintering habitat that is 70%

privately owned.

“Cal Waterfowl has been an extremely strong
partner with the Grassland Water District,
working together on public policy, legislation
and local ordinances to protect the wetland
complex found there,” Carlson said. “In a state
where water is so precious and costs continue
to rise, the district is a champion for keeping
it economically feasible to maintain this crit-

ical resource.”

Glenn Olson, the Donald O’Brien Chair for
bird conservation and pubic policy at the
Audubon Society believes, “For the birds of
the Pacific Flyway, it isn’t much of a stretch
to say that it is all about water. Approximate-
ly 60% of the ducks, geese and swans of the
Pacific Flyway winter in California’s Central
Valley, an area where we have lost 90% of the

historic wetlands.

“What's left is absolutely critical to sustaining
this rich heritage of not only waterfowl but
also millions of shorebirds,” he said. “Pro-
viding that water to the Grassland Resource
Conservation District is the critical role of
the Grassland Water District. In doing so the
GWD is sustaining and enhancing the entire
240,000-acre Grassland Ecological Area, made
up of private duck clubs and state and federal
wildlife refuges. For a duck or a goose flying
south in the Fall, the water and the wetlands
of the GRCD is a shining light, a shimmering

beacon of hope, that sustains life... all life.”

Dennis Campini, who doubles as president

of both the Stillbow Club and the Grassland
Resource Conservation District, believes the
Grassland Water District is nothing short of
“amazing to work with.” “Our water district
fights tooth and nail to preserve water supplies
for our managed wetlands,” he said. “They are
a great part of our club’s success and habitat

management, providing adequate water at

Glenn Olson

Dennis Campini

Matt Kaminski

exact times, renovating canal banks and water
control structures when needed, offering advice
on growing moist soil plants for duck food and
allowing us to flush our grounds at the end of

the season.

“Every privately-owned wetland receives the
same benefits from the Grassland Water
District,” Campini said. “Who could ask

for more?”

Matt Kaminski, regional biologist for Ducks
Unlimited said, “Duck clubs and sportsmen
in the Grasslands have a unique role in the
history, conservation and management of our

upland and wetland habitats.

“This legacy is repeated every year when sea-
sonally flooded wetlands receive water pro-
vided through the Grassland Water District,
and work with conservation organizations like
Ducks Unlimited and California Waterfowl
Association revitalize the Grassland wetland
management infrastructure and retore and

enhance management of the wetlands.”

(see Appendix)

Sean Allen, manager of the Los Banos Wildlife
Area cited the GWD’s advocacy for south of
the Delta wetlands, both private and public, as
well as its defense of the Central Valley Project
Improvement Act, its implementation and
ongoing efforts to secure a clean, high quality
water supply. “That’s what I admire most,”
Allen said. “The district is so well-respected and
never backs down when the integrity of the
Grasslands is threatened. The water district can
do what state and federal agencies cannot do,

and its impact is far-reaching.”

Allen also stressed education, particularly with
local school children, through the Grassland
Environmental Education Center, known as
GEECe, which is a partnership between Grass-
lands and the state Department of Fish and
Wildlife. The center is directed by Candace
Sigmund and annually serves approximately
5,000 students. It is located at Los Banos
Wildlife Area.

GWD General Manager Ric Ortega said, “Our
educational program is unique. We have an
interpretive marsh for kids of all ages to put on
waders and trek through the wetland, collect-
ing critters and examining them under micro-
scopes in our classroom. I'm not aware

of any other public, free environmental educa-
tion program focused on wetland conservation

in California.”

Grasslands also maintains incredible relation-
ships with Audubon, Point Blue Conservation
Science, The Nature Conservancy, Defenders
of Wildlife and many other environmental
non-profit organizations These relationships
support funding requests to the GWD and
other refuges, but also help defend attacks to
the refuge water supply. These partnerships
have also led to many scientific investiga-
tions and the development of tools to assess

the health of the marsh and the wildlife that
depend upon it.

As part of the 26-member San Luis Delta
Mendota Water Authority, three districts in-
cluding the Grasslands Water District, Central
California Irrigation District and San Luis Wa-
ter District, have riparian water rights to Los
Banos Creek Detention Reservoir, to provide

additional water for wildlife.

“We've constructed facilities, so when there are

riparian releases, we can put this water into the
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Delta Mendota Canal and all of the participat-

ing districts to deliver water to riparian lands,”

explained Lon Martin, general manager of San

Luis Water District. “Grasslands Water District
is the primary recipient of these releases, gener-
ally between 300 and 1,000 acre-feet, delivered
from January through March.”

The Grassland Water District is now leading
the charge on pollinator habitat restoration in
the San Joaquin Valley. Through grant funding
from the state Wildlife Conservation Board,
California Association of Resource Conserva-
tion Districts and the National Fish and Wild-
life Foundation, the district has been able to
deploy pollinator habitat along canal edges and
around wetlands, where water already exists for

other purposes.

Pollinator restoration along canals also creates
long linear features, like arms of an octopus,
that are more likely to be encountered by
pollinators than traditional postage stamp-sized
restoration approaches. Pollinators encounter
the strip and travel along it back to the central
habitat hubs. This approach is providing far
more nectar resources and breeding habitat for
declining pollinators like the monarch butter-
fly. The hope is that through the district’s proof
of concept projects that other water districts

in the west can implement similar strategies to

help the declining populations of pollinators.

Perhaps the district’s longest running encroach-
ment battle is with the California High-Speed
Rail Project, dating back to 2005. Grassland
Water District has persistently advocated for

a less damaging route and project design. The
district, under the direction of former General
Manager Dave Widell was able to negotiate a
commitment to conserve 10,000 acres in and
around the Grassland Ecological Area through

habitat and agricultural easements.

The GWD also negotiated the construction of
an above ground tunnel to enclose the high-
speed trains through the critical Mud Slough
wildlife corridor that links the south Grass-

lands to the north.

The future of the high-speed rail is uncertain.
Ideally, the project will avoid the Grassland
Ecological Area but, as always, the GWD
hopes the best but plans for

the worst.

“With luck and continued focus, the future
may see expanded protections for wetlands

and wildlife-friendly agriculture surrounding
the district, plus greater recognition by local
municipalities of the unique benefits the Grass-
lands provide to this fast-growing area,” Wehr
said. “The legal battles will continue. It seems
the district has a minimum of four lawsuits at

any given time.”
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Frederic “Fritz” Reid, Ph.D., former conserva-
tion director for the Boreal Forest for Ducks
Unlimited, who replaced Doug Federighi on
the Grassland Water District board of directors,
believes the district is the “most important

entity for waterfowl” in the entire state.

“Without water we don’t have wetlands and
duck habitat and, although I knew of the
history of the district and that it was a great
leader in fighting for water, I was shocked that
almost daily, the GWD was attacked on the

water it receives.

“I really credit Ellen Wehr and the board of
directors for having the vision to know when
to fight, when to let something go and when
to jump on something that could be very, very
bad. Not only do these fights never end, but

they grow in intensity every year.”

Northern Pintail

photo courtesey Gary Zahm




Dave Widell

STRUCTURE OF THE GRASSLANDS DisTRICT

(see Appendix)

A five-member Board of Directors possess an
excellent business acumen, innovation, passion
for wetlands and the ability to build coalitions
to protect, restore and maintain the Grasslands.
Many refer to the GWD as “Protecting the
West's Largest Wetland.”

Over the past 70 years, the district has had
only four general managers, all with local ties

and an unswerving passion for the Grasslands.

Strong leadership has been the hallmark of
the district, modeled by Roy Lower, the
district’s first general manager and attorney
in 1954, who spent a lifetime protecting and
obtaining water for the wetlands of western

Merced County.

A son, Scott, served the district as its

water master and assistant general manager,

and politically, was elected mayor of Los Banos,
where he kept the Grasslands at the forefront of
the City Council. Another son, Mark worked

feverishly on effective water delivery.

Don Marciochi became the district’s second

manager in 1983. He held a teaching credential

and a Bachelor’s Degree in History from Fresno

State, and displayed a very pleasant, mild-man-
nered demeanor that could turn intense, when
discussions called for a strong presence. Before
taking the reins, Marciochi served as a supervi-

sor for the district.

Dave Widell, who was selected the GWD’s
third general manager in 2007, could be de-
scribed as super intense, relentless, controlling,
and extremely intelligent. A savvy politician,
he was formerly a staffer for Assemblyman

Rusty Areias and achieved a degree in Political
Science at UC Davis.

He previously served the GWD as its assis-
tant general manager, Ducks Unlimited as its
director of conservation policy, deputy director
of State Parks and assistant secretary of the

California Resources Agency.

Widell excelled at forming partnership, includ-
ing with agencies and organizations that didn’t
necessarily share much common ground, and
was well connected. Tragically he died unex-

pectedly at age 44.

Ric Ortega

Ric Ortega, born and raised in Dos Palos, has
been the manager since 2011. He came to

the Grasslands as a multi-taxonomic biologist
working for the state Department of Fish and
Wildlife in 2003, after receiving Bachelor

of Science degrees in ecology and systematic
biology and animal science from Cal Poly. He
received a Master of Science Degree in avian
science from UC Davis, after researching how
wetlands respond to changes in water manage-
ment that were being promoted by regulators.
He worked under and learned from the previ-
ous managers—Marciochi and Widell—and

has grown into the politics of the GWD.

Ortega displays motivation and passion and is
known for making science-based decisions to
protect the Grasslands. He was the first manag-
er to participate on the San Luis Delta Men-
dota Water Authority and forged many refuge
water supply collaborations with agricultural
districts. He sits on the Los Vaqueros Reservoir
Joint Powers Authority to ensure that refuges

receive a significant additional water supply for

decades to come.
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c C HEN IT COMES TO protecting the largest wetland complex west of the Mississippi
River—the 240,000-acre, 30-square mile Grassland Ecological Area and its 550 species of

birds, animals and plants (40 of which are federally listed as sensitive, threatened or endan-

gered)—it is anyone’s guess how long the struggles will last or, if they will ever end.

“I feel very good about where the Grassland
Water District is positioned just now,” said Pep-
per Snyder, president of the district since 1987.
“Our biggest fear is what Washington, D.C. will
do at the federal level to alter the Central Valley
Project Improvement Act that provides us with
a firm supply of good quality, well timed water
that is critical to wetlands and the migratory

bird species that depend upon it.”

Snyder emphasized the importance of Central
Valley refuges and the Grasslands to migratory
waterfowl. “Imagine, eight to ten million migra-

tory birds winter here annually, he said.”

As he reflected on four decades fighting for
water for Grasslands, Snyder said Dan Chapin,
director of governmental affairs for Califor-
nia Waterfowl Association, “deserves so much
credit” for passage of the Central Valley Project

Improvement Act in 1992.

In 2024, Snyder believes the GWD is “on top
of things” and fostering so much more aware-

ness about the Grasslands—outdoor tourism,

local economy, environmental protection and
recreation—and the hundreds of millions of
dollars in revenue that is generated annually for

the local area.

Snyder said, “The whole world knows about
the Grasslands, being celebrated as a Wetland
of International Importance by the Ramsar
Convention; recognition as a critically ac-
claimed wetland by the Western Hemispheric
Shorebird Reserve Network; a major focus

in the Central Valley of the National Audubon
Society and Ducks Unlimited; and a recipient
of millions of dollars in state and federal grants
annually dedicated to western Merced County

wetlands.”

Director Bob Nardi has served on the GWD
board of directors since 1994 and recalls 30
years of struggling for water and protecting
the wetlands. “Back in the day the board was
fighting everything,” he said, citing Los Banos
urban sprawl and housing that threatened wet-

lands. “It was a constant fight with developers
and the Los Banos City Council,” he said. “At
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Fritz Reid

one point we had to discourage a new airport
and an expansion of Merced Community
College that encroached on the district. Times

were that difficult.”

A major victory came when Merced County
and the City of Los Banos agreed that any
kind of structure or commercial venture

would not be approved within a buffer zone

of the Grasslands.

Nardi said the main fights these days are pro-
tecting the district’s mandated water supplies
under the CVPIA and securing additional
funding for water acquisition from the Bureau

of Reclamation.

He cited the efforts of the district’s General
Counsel Ellen Wehr and General Manager
Ric Ortega, with the assistance of lobbyists

in Washington, D.C. and Sacramento, for
being a “formidable team” in attacking threats
to the water supply. However, he doubts the
fights will ever end. Next up is the threat of
High-Speed Rail and the growth that will

accompany it.

A coalition of Ducks Unlimited, California
Waterfowl, Point Blue Conservation Service,
Audubon, California Department of Fish
and Wildlife and Grasslands Water District
have joined the fight to force the High-Speed
Rail Authority to mitigate impacts to the

Grassland wetlands.

“In the greater scheme of things, the Grassland
Water District is a small entity, but it carries

a big punch,” Nardi said. “We face constant
fights, and I don’t see these fights ending soon,
if ever. We are a small target and those who
would threaten our water supply and wetlands
complex believe we are an easy take out, but

we aren’t, and that is a positive thing.

“California’s water system is broken and

there isn’t a solution if the state government
continues the same path, it is on,” he said.
“The Grasslands is going to continue the
fighting and believe me, we have the ammuni-
tion to fight. Our environmental public legacy
is strong and so is our passion to protect the

Grassland Wetlands.”

Jeff Kerry joined the water board in 1986 and
said the battle over water and encroachment is
going to be a constant fight. “It’s been going on
the past 100 years, and I suspect the fights will
continue for the next 100 years,” Kerry said.
“They never stop picking on us, encroaching

on our wetlands or trying to take our water.”

Fitz Reid, Ph.D., who joined the board in
2014 said, “Groups think they have the right to
determine the future of the Grasslands, such as
proposals to develop solar, which requires a lot
of water. And they want to locate right on the

edge of the district.”

Reid cited other challenges since the Central
Valley project Improvement Act was enacted.
“There have been those who tried to dilute
the amount of water that is guaranteed by the
legislation and others who try to persuade the
Bureau of Reclamation to eliminate our pre-
cious water,” he said. “At every turn there is an

attack on our water.”

General Manager Ric Ortega agrees. “We con-
tinue to employ new strategies to

preserve our water supply and its quality and
repel threats to the habitat from encroachment.
The players have changed but it is going to get
harder. The climate is changing so there will be

even less and less water available.”

Ortega believes the Grassland Water District

is making some progress, but if it sits on its
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laurels, things would be much worse off.
“There is no silver bullet, no guarantees,” he
said. “It is important that our passionate board
of directors, employees,water contractors and
landowners keep their guard up, because our
wetlands could go away rapidly, if we weren’t

there to respond and defend.”

Testifying before the state Water Quality Board
recently, Ortega emphasized, “They need to
hear a constant narrative about the impor-
tance of wetlands and the functions wetlands
play in the greater scheme of things, for water
filtration, carbon sequestration, flood control,
ground water recharge, and drinking water, let

alone for wildlife.”

He noted that since passage of the CVPIA

in 1992, the Grasslands had only received its
full refuge water supply three times, in 2011,
2017 and 2023. Although the refuge “Level

2” water supply that comes from the Central
Valley Project yield is reliable, “Level 4, that
must be acquired from willing sellers, has been

a constant struggle.

Ortega said Reclamation had only been able to
acquire about 50% of “Level 4,” mainly due to
funding limitations. He realized the “only way
to move the needle” was to begin partnering

with agribusiness.

He pointed with pride to the North Valley
Regional Recycled Water Program, in partner-
ship with the cities of Modesto, Turlock and

Ceres, Stanislaus County and the Del Puerto
Water District.

“The recycle water program currently yields
about 30,000 acre-feet, 10,000 acre-feet of
water to south of the Delta refuges and 7,000
acre-feet to the Grassland Resource Conser-
vation District,” Ortega he said. “As the cities
grow the benefits of the project will double

over time.”

Another impressive Grassland partnership is
with neighboring San Luis Water District, a
junior federal contractor that is receiving very
low and unreliable water allocations. Each year,
San Luis must aggressively compete on the
open market to acquire enough water to keep

its family farms alive.

On a tour of unfunded water supply projects,
General Manager Dan Nelson, of the San
Luis-Delta Mendota Water Authority, recom-
mended that Ortega reach out to then General
Manager Martin McIntyre of San Luis Water
District. Having known Nelson for years, Or-
tega had done his graduate research on

his duck club, the Ducky Strike. Thus, he took

his advice.

Soon thereafter, in the mid-2000s, GWD
Director Bob Nardi devised a recirculation
system for the North Grasslands along Gun
Club Road. The concept would be to intercept

high quality maintenance flow during the late-

fall and early-winter. Key points of acceptance

Delta- Memdota Canal

photo courtesy Capitol Public Radio —



would be Los Banos Creek, Hollow Tree Drain
and Mud Slough, and pump those supplies up-
stream into the Santa Fe Canal to serve around

8,000 additional acres of wetlands.

GWD General Manager Dave Widell brought
on legendry local engineer Bob Stoddard to
work with Ortega to develop a grant proposal
for the engineering and environmental work
for the Bureau of Reclamation. The BOR
awarded the district with the funding and the
work was completed, but the GWD lacked the

$16 million construction cost estimate.

That’s where San Luis Water District came in.
Ortega realized the GWD needed big money
to create more water and that a junior district,
such as San Luis, had money, but needed water
desperately. He approached Mclntyre at a local
watering hole with an idea. The concept was
simple: San Luis Water District would loan the
GWD $16 million to develop a 16,000 acre-
foot annual water supply and the GWD would
pay back the loan by splitting the water yield,
until the debt was paid.

Mclntyre’s response was immediate. “You get
the Bureau of Reclamation on board, and we

will make it happen,” he said.

After many years of back and forth with the
BOR and a four-year construction, the North
Grasslands Water Conservation and Water
Quality Control Project came into production.
The project was a huge success for both dis-

tricts and built as lasting relationship, as well.

Now, the two districts have embarked on the

second phase of the recirculation project that

Drain and Los Banos Creek, and is funded by
San Luis Water District, Ducks Unlimited and
the Reclamation. Lon Martin, general manager
of the San Luis Water District, calls the joint
North Grasslands Water Quality Recirculation
projects with the Grassland Water District,

“our marquee effort.”

“When it comes to making best use of water
and to maintain water quality, we must contin-
ually remain innovative and forward thinking,”
Martin said. “Our partnership with the Grass-
land Water District is a demonstration of that

kind of out-of-the-box thinking.”

HABITAT BENEFITS FOR
Fisu anD BIrDS

Ducks Unlimited and the Grassland Water
District are pursuing a floodplain restoration
project to benefit waterfowl and Chinook

salmon.

The goal is to create floodplain habitat con-
dition more frequently by using water from
adjacent seasonal managed wetlands. Birds and
fish both rely heavily on invertebrates in the

water column to survive.

Seasonal wetlands are primarily managed to
provide invertebrates for migrating water-
fowl. Each year the seasonal wetlands need

to be drawn down in the spring to initiate
germination of wildlife beneficial grasses like
swamp timothy. At the same time, out migrat-
ing spring Chinook salmon fingerlings need
additional refuge and food in the floodplains

adjacent to the river.

the GWD and Cliff Feldheim, biologist with
Ducks Unlimited.

As Feldheim puts it, “This is our chance to
bring this unusual project and different ideas
to work for the benefit of so many diverse
species.” The unique project is taking place at
China Island Wildlife Area, a 1,300-acre parcel
adjacent to the San Joaquin River. The area

is difficult to maintain as managed wetlands
because it occasionally floods. The project will
improve levees and water control structures

to safeguard seasonal wetlands from flooding

during the growing season.

“We're going to capture water after the
annual March—May flood events,” Feldheim
said. “We will be at the whims of the water
cycle—the amount of rainfall and the water
that is dumped back into the river after

hunting season by Grassland duck clubs—and

attempt to capture that water and hold it for

habitat purposes.”

He believes Chinook salmon fingerlings will
use the captured water to feed on aquatic
invertebrates and grow, before swimming back
into the river and continuing an out-migration

to sea.

Waterfowl and other water birds will use the
nutrient-rich water for nesting and brood hab-
itat, while riparian and songbirds will nest and

rear their young in the river side forest.

“We want to bring wetland managers and the
anadromous fish restoration biologists to the
table,” Ortega said. “Our goal is to demon-
strate how managed wetlands can provide ben-

efits to fish and ecosystem health as a whole.”

will nearly double the annual yield to around Chinook Salmon
30,000 acre-feet additional supply. The effort Sound rather novel. Well, bringing the fish winter—run fry
image courtesy Jake Sisco, USFWS

is called the 216 Recirculation Project, located

at the confluence of the Mosquito Ditch, 216

community and bird community together is

the focus of Ric Ortega, general manager of
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Jeff Kerry, Bob Nardi, Pepper Snyder

What's Next?

The more things change, the more they stay
the same. Back in 1855, American author and
humorist Mark Twain, commented about Cali-
fornia, saying, “Whiskey is for drinking. Water
is for fighting over.”

Twain’s iconic words characterize the tumul-
tuous history of the Grassland Water District,
and its battles to protect the Grassland Ecolog-
ical Area of western Merced County—the larg-
est complex of wetlands in the West, set in the
Central Valley of the most populous state in

the union.

When asked why defending the Grasslands
and her own conservation mark for wetlands is
such a deep-rooted passion, General Counsel
Ellen Wehr said, “Beyond conserving habitat
for wildlife itself, it is important to me that

we retain and restore places where people can
experience something bigger than themselves,
wide open and quiet, filled with different crea-
tures, a reminder that we are only one part of

a beautiful and complex world.”

What does the future hold? Will adequate
water and protections for these critical
wetlands ever be in place? Must they always

be threatened?

Since 1954, the Grassland Water Dis-
trict— Protecting the Wests Largest Wetland—

has made progress and intends to continue the

good fight, for however long it requires.

-

& 3

Northern Pintail
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APPENDIX

J. MarTiN WintoN Conservation AwarD WINNERS

J. Martin Winton Conservation Award for Outstanding Achievement in Natural Resource
Conservation. This award is presented by the Grassland Resource Conservation District.
Richard Spotts, Defenders of Wildlife
Dan Chapin, California Waterfowl Association
Gary Zahm, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service

Joel Miller, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service

Roger Patterson, U.S. Bureau of Reclamation
Tri Valley Growers Plant 5 (organization)

=7 T Ed Smith, California Department of Fish and Wildlife
’ 4 { ?':h Natural Resources Conservation Service (organization)

owe. 'I: ) ™Y Gary Harris, Grassland landowner
‘M r
Dave Widell, Grassland Water District

George Miller, U.S. Congress

Bill Gaines, California Waterfowl Association

o Charles van Gastel, Grassland landowner

| Malia Hildebrandt, Natural Resources Conservation Service

e

, ] f . Don Marciochi, Grassland Water District

1 Walt Latham, Central California Irrigation District

| - d

| I : o i Frederic “Fritz” Reid, Ducks Unlimited
White—faced 1his ﬁ._

photo courtesey Gary Zahm « - b ] California Wildlife Conservation Board (organization)
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2010

2011

2012

2013

2014

2015

2016

2017

2018

2019

2020

2021

2022

William Cook, California Department of Fish and Wildlife
Dave Widell, Grassland Water District (posthumous)
Allen Inman, State Water Resources Control Board
Robert Schafer, Central Valley Habitat Joint Venture
Jeftrey Kerry, Grassland landowner

Chris Hildebrandt, Ducks Unlimited

Richard Wright, California Waterfowl Association
Douglas Federighi, Grassland landowner

Ellen Wehr, Grassland Water District

Tim Poole, Grassland Water District

Mark Biddlecomb, Ducks Unlimited

Veronica Woodruff, Grassland Water District

Lon Martin, San Luis Water District
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The initial, five-member Board of Directors
was elected to office in 1954, the year the
Grassland Water District was formed. Since
its inception 70 years ago, only 23 directors
have served on the board. One director,
Jeft Kerry, was elected twice for non-con-

secutive terms.

In the early days the Board of Directors
appointed a non-member secretary:
Kenneth Fink in 1954 and Roy Lower
in 1955. Since that time, the appointed
secretary has been the water district’s

general manager.

Pepper Snyder has served as president of
the board since 1987, a remarkable 37
consecutive years. In addition to Snyder,
there have been only four presidents. The
others include Earl Harris, 1954; J. Martin
Winton, 1962; Carter Harrison, 1978 and
Allen Coutchie, 1982.

Directors with two decades or more service
to the board include Pepper Snyder, 39
years; Carl Van Atta, 31 years; J. Martin
Winton, 24 years; Jeff Kerry, 25 years;
Edward Fagundes, 23 years; and Doug
Federighi, 20 years.
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BoArD OF DIRECTORS
Grass Lanps WaTER

ASSOCIATION,
1944-1954

George Bacon

D. E. Bambauer
Walter Christensen
George Devaney
John Erreca
George Fink

Joe Gomes

Earl Harris

Axel Holm

Al Jessen

Claude Rowe

Joe Silva

William Turpin

J. Martin Winton
Henry Wolfsen

BoarD oF DIRECTORS
GrassLAND WATER

District,
1954 -PResent

1954 1991

Earl Harris Charles Van Gastel
George Fink

George Bacon 1995

J. Martin Winton Bob Nardi
Walter Christensen

1998
1956 Doug Federighi
Carl Van Atta

1999
1962 Tom Mackey
Edward Fagundes

2005
1969 Byron Hisey
Carter Harrison

2018
1970 Frederic “Fritz” Reid
Darrel Kalar

2019
1978 Jeff Kerry
Allen Coutchie

2020
1985 Mark Erreca
Pepper Snyder
Jeff Kerry 2023

Keith Frost
1987
David McCabe
Mike Bambauer
Jack Sturla
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GrassLAND WATER DisTRICT GENERAL MANAGERS

1954—Roy Lower
1983—Don Marciochi
2007—Dave Widell

2012—Ric Ortega

GrassLanD Soit ConservaTioN DiSTRICT AND
GrassLAND Resource Conservation DisTRICT

The Grassland Resource Conservation The Grassland Resource Conservation
District was formed in 1972 to replace its ~ District has had only five presidents
forerunner, the Grassland Soil Conserva- in its 52 years:
tion District, which begun in 1954.
1972—]. Martin Winton
In its early years, the five-member GRCD
governing board was filled by board 1978—Carter Harrison
members of the Grassland Water
District, who did double-duty. 1995—Duane Cosart
This practice changed in 1985.
2009—Bill Parham

2012—Dennis Campini
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*Directors who served on the Grassland Soil Conservation District and later,
the Grassland Resource Conservation District

1954

Earl Harris
George Fink
George Bacon

J. Martin Winton™

Walter Christensen

1956
Carl Van Atta*

1962

Edward Fagundes*

1969

Carter Harrison*

1970
Darrel Kalar*

1984
Pepper Snyder
Jeff Kerry

1986
David McCabe
Gary Harris

1988

Duane Cosart

1989
Scott Costello

1992
Bob Nardi

1994
Walt Latham

1995

Don Bacci

1996
Mike Corker

2000
Keith Toon

2003

Don Dawson

2004

Dennis Campini

2006
Bill Parham

2007
Dan Whitehead

2009
Dale Boust

2020
Mark Erreca

101 Duck Club

11 Bravo Duck Club LLC
111 Club, The

216 Duck Club

Agatha Farms, Inc.
Almaden Land & Cattle
Armstrong Duck Club
Avila Ranch

B & D Gustine Club
Backwater Retreat, The
Bada Bing Duck Club
Banta Duck Club
Barbara Duck Club, Inc.
Barcellos, Arnold

Bardin Duck Club

Bayshore Land & Cattle Co., Inc.

Bee Ess Land & Cattle Co.

Big Sandy Land & Cattle Co.

Big Water Land & Cattle

Blue Goose Unit USFWS

Box Lake Duck Club

Britto Land Co., Inc.

Britto Land Investment

Buena Vista Land & Cattle

CA Dept. of Fish & Wildlife—
Gadwall Unit #3

CA Dept. of Fish & Wildlife—
Mud Slough Unit

CA Dept. of Fish & Wildlife—
Volta Expansion A

CA Dept. of Fish & Wildlife—
Volta Expansion B

CA Wildlife Conservation Board—

Gadwall Unit #2

CA Wildlife Conservation Board—

Gadwall Unit #3
Canada Land & Cattle Co.
Canal Properties

Cherokee Land & Cattle

Chesapeake Duck Club (Gavlak)
Chesapeake Duck Club (PSV)
Coaches Gun Club

Coast Cattle Co., Inc.

Cook’s 80 Club

Corral Ranch

Costa Land & Cattle

Cotton Club, The
Cottonwood Club

Coyote Creek

Dan & Cami Palermo Property
DAPS, LLC

Deer Park Properties

Double “D” Club

Douglass Property
Drakes-N-Paynes

Duck City

Ducks Home Gun Club
Ducky Strike, The

East Gustine Duck Club, Inc.
Eastman Duck Club
Edgewater

Eighty Gun Club

Esgibago Land & Cattle Co.
Eureka Farms

Exeter Development Co., Inc.
Featherstone Duck Club
Fields Duck Club

Flyway Ranch

Fortune Farms

Four Ponds, Inc.

Fourteen Land & Cattle, Inc.
Frasher Farms

Frog Pond

Gable Farm Land Co., Inc.
Gatos Investment Co.

Geis, Linda

Gilroy Land & Cattle Co.

Giovannotto, Sal
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Gomes, Wilbur

Greenwing Gun Club
Gustine Land & Cattle Co.
Halfback Land & Cattle
Happy Duck Club

Haywire Land & Cattle
Hillview Packing

Hollister Land & Cattle, Inc.
Hollow Tree Land & Cattle
Ideal Land & Cattle Assn.
Industrial City Cattle Ranch & Duck Club
Ingomar Duck Club

Jackson Farms

Kerry Duck Club

Klamath Land & Cattle

La Cienega Gun Club LLC
Late Water Duck Club

Lazy “V” Duck Club

Liatnip, Inc.

Livewater Duck Club

Lone Tree Land & Cattle, Inc.
Lonesome Duck

Lonesome Mallard Duck Club
Los Banos Duck Club

Los Banos Properties

Lost & Found Cattle Co.
Lucky “K”, The

Lucky Leven Land & Cattle
Lucky Twelve Duck Club

M & M Farms

Madrone Land & Cattle
Manteca Land Company

Mar Land & Cattle

Mesquite Sportsmen’s Club
Midway Land & Cattle Co.
Moffat Road Gun Club
Mulock, Roger (Hershel Harvey)
Murrieta Land & Development Co.
Oakland Land & Cattle Co.
Office Duck Club, The

Oh So Hi

Old Los Banos Land & Cattle
Old Schwab Ranch

Outdoor Sports Club
Palace 125, LLC
Pato Loco Duck Club

Piedmont Land & Development Co.

Pioneer Duck Club
Pocoloco Club

Pocoloco Club II
Poston/Miller Club
Redfern Ranches

Redwood Land & Cattle Co.
Reedley Duck Club, The
Reeves Lake Land Co., Inc.
Riverfield Cattle Co.
Rooney Ranch

Russo Duck Club

Salinas Land & Cattle

Sal’s Duck Club

Sand Lake Hunting Club

Santa Cruz Land & Cattle Co., Inc.

Santa Fe Land & Cattle Co.
Santa Fe-Sierra, Inc.

Shark Pond, The

Six Spot Land & Cattle
Sloan Cattle Company, LLC
South City Farms

South Dos Palos Land Co.
Souza, William R.
Souza-Nygard Duck Club
Sprig Haven Farms

SSA Duck Club

Standard Duck Club
Stevens Creek Quarry
Stillbow 80

Stillbow Ranch, Inc.

Straight Arrow Land & Cattle Co.

Sunset Club

Sweet Water Duck Club
Tiro Alto Properties

Tracy Duck Club
Tramontana Club

Tri City Land & Cattle Co.
Triangle Duck Club

Tule Acres Land Co.

Twin Lakes Duck Club

Twin Lakes Ranch (Altick)

Two Forty Gun Club

Underwood Land & Development Co.
Valley Land & Cattle

Vista Farms Duck Club, LLC

Ward Farms, Inc.

Webfoot Development Co.

Westervelt Ecological Services
Westlake Duck Club
Westside Properties
Wheel-Berry Duck (Pintail)
Wheel-Berry Duck Club
Wild Duck Farm

Willow Farms

Wooten Duck Club

Zimmerman Club

(Personal interviews that contributed to the history of the GWD)

Sean Allen, Manager—
Los Banos Wildlife Area Complex
Ryan Broddrick, former Director—
California Department
of Fish and Game
Dennis Campini, President—
Grassland Resource
Conservation District
John Carlson, past President—
California Waterfowl Asociation
James Claus—
former Grasslands landowner
Dan Connelly—
retired Waterfowl Coordinator—
Department of Fish and Wildlife
Cliff Feldheim, Wildlife Biologist—
Floodplains and Water
Infrastructure, Ducks Unlimited
Joe Fleskes, Ph.D., retired Biologist—
U.S. Geological Survey
Kim Forrest, retired Project Leader—
San Luis National Wildlife
Refuge Complex
Bill Gaines, Principal—
Gaines & Associates,
Governmental Relations
Matt Kaminiski, Biologist—
Grasslands Ecological Area,

Ducks Unlimited

Jeff Kerry, Director—
Grassland Water District

Gary Kramer, retired Project Leader—
Sacramento National Wildlife
Refuge Complex

Mark Lower, retired Water Master and
Superintendent—
Grassland Water District

David McCabe, retired Director—
Grassland Water and Resource
Conservation Districts

Steve McCormick, former President—
The Nature Conservancy and
co-founder, Earth Genome

Jeff McCreary, director—
Western Regional Office,
Ducks Unlimited

Lon Martin, General Manager—
San Luis Water District

Dan Nelson. retired General Manager—
San Luis-Delta Mendota
Water Authority

Glenn Olson, Donal O’Brien Chair—
Bird Conservation and
Public Policy, Audubon

Ric Ortega, General Manager—
Grassland Water District

8 O—PROTECTING THE WEST'S LARGEST WETLAND

Appendix—81



Fredric “Fritz” Reid, Ph.D., Director—
Grassland Water District/
Ducks Unlimited

Medford “Pepper” Snyder, President—
Grassland Water District

Ellen Wehr, General Counsel—
Grassland Water District

Chris White, General Manager—
San Joaquin River Exchange
Contractors Water Authority

Roger Wilbur,
retired Assistant Manager—
Los Banos Wildlife Area

Veronica Woodruff, retired Controller—
Grassland Water District

Dennis Woolington, retired Biologist—
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service

Gary Zahm, retired Project Leader—
San Luis National Wildlife
Refuge Complex

* Zahm collection fully digitized and located
at the library at CSU Stanislaus.

** Loose Change Publications may be
purchased from the Milliken Museum.

*** Available at:

https:/lgwdwater.orgl/land—use—sties/.

‘An Historical Account of Waterfowling in
the San Joaquin Valley, California, 1870—
1970.” By Howard R. Leach, 1984.

“California’s Grassland Wetlands, A Legacy
of Partnerships,” by David Rosen. Ducks
Unlimited Magazine, 1996.

“California Waterfowl Association’s 75Year
History,” by Peter Ottesen. Business Print-
ing Service, 2020.

Grassland Water District, “Grassland Today”
Newsletters, January 1991-December
2007. Edited by Peter Ottesen.

“Grassland Water District Land Planning
Guidance Study, 1995,” By Thomas Reid

Associates. ***

“Grassland Water Summary,” edited and
published by Jayne Philpott Casey, 1962.

“Hunting the Lawless,” by Hugh
Worcester. Published by American
Wildlife Associates, 1955.

“Introduction to Water in California,” by
David Carle. UC Press, 2004.

“Land Use and Economic Study: Grassland
Ecological Area,” commissioned by the
Grassland Water District, 2001, ***

“Land Use Impacts and Habitat Preservation
in the Grasslands of Western Merced Coun-
1y, California,” by Leigh Frederickson and
Murray Laubhan, 1995. ***

“Lone Tree,” by Tim Poole.
Mill City Press, 2024.

“One Man Show... Henry Miller in the San
Joaquin,” by Charles Sawyer. Loose Change
Publications, Los Banos, 2003. **

“Our Sport... Market hunting,” by Charles

Sawyer. Loos Change Publications,
Los Banos, 2005. **

“Draft Comprehensive Conservation Plan

and Environmental Assessment, San Luis

National Wildlife Refuge Complex,” 2023.

“The Best of Jimmy Robinson,” by John
Meyer. Lakes Publishing Company,
Minnesota, 1980.

“The Cattle King,” by Edward F. Treadwell.
The MacMillan Company, 1931.

“The Great Canal,” By Alan M. Paterson.
Nishihara/Wilkinson Design, Inc., 2018.

“The Fall and Rise of the Wetlands of Califor-

nias Great Central Valley,”
by Philip Garone.
University of California Press, 2001.

“Ihe Road Over,” by Charles Sawyer. Loos
Change Publications, Los Banos, 2002. **

“The Salinas Gun Club, 80th Anniversary,”
by Peter Ottesen. Business Printing
Service, 2009.

“The Tarpon Club of 1exas and the Genius
of E.H.R. Green,” by R. K. Sawyer and Jim
Moloney. Nueces Press, 2022.

“Translating Conservation: Principles of
Landscape Design for the Grassland Water
District,”by R. E. Noss, 1995. ***

“Travels and Traditions of Waterfowl,” by H.

Albert Hochbaum. University of
Minnesota Press, 1955.

“Waterfowlers Hall of Fame, California,
2006-2022,” published by California
Waterfowl Association, 2024.

“Wild Lands for Wildlife. ..

National Wildlife Refuges,” by Noel Grove.
National Geographic Society,
Washington, D.C., 1984.

Gary Zahm, retired Project Leader, San
Luis National Wildlife Service Complex,
collection of notes, records, correspon-
dence and e-mails pertaining to Kesterson
National Wildlife Refuge and selenium
poisoning, 1985. *

Los Banos Wildlife Area Complex
18110 Henry Miller Avenue

Los Banos, CA 93635

Telephone: (209) 826-0463

Hours: 7:30 a.m.—4 p.m.,
Monday-Friday

San Luis National Wildlife

Refuge Complex

7376 Wolfsen Road

Los Banos, CA 93635

Telephone: (209) 826-3508

Visitor Center Hours: 8 a.m.—4:30 p.m.,
Monday—Saturday

Milliken Museum

Los Banos County Park

905 E. Pacheco Boulevard

Los Banos, CA 93635

Telephone: (209) 826-5505

Hours: 1 p.m.—4 p.m., Tuesday—Sunday

Grassland Water District

200 W. Willmott Avenue

Los Banos, CA 93635

Telephone: (209) 826-5188

Hours: 7 a.m.—4 p.m., Monday—Friday

California Waterfowler’s Hall of Fame
https://www.cawaterfowlershof.com/
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Time and Millennium—Northern
Yokuts—comprising 63 tribes and num-
bering more than 35,000 individuals,
inhabited the San Joaquin Valley for more
than 10,000 years, including the west side
of what is now known as Merced County.

1776—Spanish explorers, led by Juan
Bautista de Anza, accompanied by settlers,

established villages.

1805— Gabriel I. Moraga discovered the
Pacheco Pass, an historic trading route
of the Northern Yokuts, and named it
San Luis Gonzaga.”

1826—]Jedediah Smith, ‘the Bible totter,”
entered the valley the first time.

1827— “Cattle King” Henry Miller, born
Heinric Alfred Kreiser, in Germany, would

immigrate to California 20 years later.

1829—Ewing Young and Kit Carson
trapped in the San Joaquin Valley and en-
countered Peter Skene Ogden, with a party
of Hudson Bay trappers. These were the
early adventurers whose travels established
the “California Trails” for the overland mass
migration of people which began when
gold was discovered in 1849.

1839—Kit Carson reported Indians had
mostly ‘disappeared,” succumbing to
disease, forced slavery and killed by

soldiers, or placed on reservations.

1850—Congress approved the Swamp and
Overflowed Lands Act.

1863—Henry Miller purchased his first
land in the San Joaquin Valley, 8,835 acres
in the Grasslands, for $1.% an acre and $5
per head for 7,500 cows. Formed a part-
nership with Charles Lux, also a German
immigrant. Their company, named Miller
& Lux, bought land bordering either side
of the valley’s major rivers—through the
Swamp and Overflowed Lands Act—for
2% cents an acre and gained riparian water
rights. The purchase included 125 contigu-
ous miles along the San Joaquin River and
more than 100,000 acres.

1869—Transcontinental railroad com-
pleted. Within a year, the Central Pacific
Railroad, later to become the Southern
Pacific, started construction of a line from
Oakland to the San Joaquin Valley,
reaching Fresno in 1872. A competitive
line known as the San Francisco & San
Joaquin Railroad, began construction of
its “Valley Road” in 1885 that reached
Fresno in 1898. It was sold to the Santa Fe
Railroad that same year.

1873—Miller & Lux purchased a
58-mile canal from Mendota to Newman
to provide water for cattle pasturage

and growing wheat to fatten cattle. The
canal was extended to Orestimba Creek
and later added what was called the “Out-
side Canal” that move water from Crows
Landing to Los Banos.
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1889—Miller & Lux turned 109,000 acres
of lowlands riparian to the San Joaquin
River into man-made wetlands—irrigated
to native pasture and flooded into duck
ponds—where ducks could be hunted for a
profit by market hunters and cattle grazed

when ducks weren't present.

1915—Marketing of waterfowl came to an
end when state laws were made to conform
to the Federal Migratory Bird Treaty Act
of 1913. However, market hunting in the
Grasslands went on, unabated.

1916—Henry Miller died, forcing heirs
to Miller & Lux Company to sell 98,200
acres of riparian lowlands and wetlands in
Game District No. 3 in western Merced

County for death taxes.

1926—Ten years after Henry Miller’s
death, lands of poor quality, high in alka-
linity and without water rights, were sold

to private duck clubs for the ensuing years.

The land sold for $17 to $25 an acre.

1929—Los Banos State Game Refuge
on Henry Miller Avenue, with approxi-
mately 3,000 acres, became the first
state—designated wildlife area in

California. No hunting was allowed.

1934—President Franklin D. Roosevelt
signed the “New Deal for Waterfow!” the
enabled the Migratory Bird Hunting and
Conservation Stamp Act. Colorful artist
and hunter Jay “Ding” Darling created the
first federal duck stamp, a drawing

of mallards.

1935—Federal agents and California game
wardens put an end to market hunting

in the Grasslands once and for all, when

a major “bust” took down 13 market
hunters who hadn’t given up their illegal
trade in waterfowl. Among the arrested
was the notorious Howard “Bluejay”
Blewett, who was given 18 months in the

federal penitentiary.

1937—1In response to the “Dust Bow!”
and precipitous losses of waterfowl, Ducks

Unlimited was founded.

1939—The Federal government purchased
the Miller & Lux Company water rights to
98,200 acres in the Grasslands of western
Merced County. The water purchased
allowed creation of the Central Valley
Project’s Friant Unit.

1944—Central Valley Project completes
construction of dams on the San Joaquin
and Kings rivers, which ended water deliv-
eries to the Grassland wetlands and threat-
ened the existence of migratory waterfowl

and water-dependent birds.

1944— Grass Lands Water Association,
formed by concerned wetlands owners
and led by J. Martin Winton, began
negotiations with the federal government
to secure a reliable water suppl for winter-

ing waterfowl.

1945—Ducks Hunters of California was
founded under its first president, Carl F.

Wente. Later the non-profit organization
would change its name to California

Waterfowl Association.

1951—Merced National Wildlife Refuges
is established by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife
Service, with funding from the Lea Act, to

attract waterfowl from adjacent farmland.

1952—Volta Wildlife Area, a state area,
provided the first public waterfowl hunting
in the Grasslands. Hunting at Los Banos

Wildlife Area was allowed one year later,

in 1953.

1953—Negotiations collapsed between the
federal government and the Grass Lands
Water Association when water supplies
were cut off. Later, a lawsuit brought by

J. Martin Winton was successful, and
brought 55,000 acre-feet of water to the
Grasslands. President Dwight D. Eisen-
hower signed the enabling legislation and
presented the pen to Winton.

1954—Never ending battles over water
led to the formation of the Grasslands
Water District, a state water agency, which
took over all assets from the former Grass
Lands Water Association. The newly
formed water district would receive and
deliver water solely for wildlife manage-
ment purposes within the Grasslands

Resource Conservation District.

1967—San Luis National Wildlife
Refuge is established by the U.S. Fish and
Wildlife Service.

1971—State Legislature, backed by J.
Martin Winton and the California Water-
fowl Association, authorized the California
Duck Stamp. Paul Johnson created the first

image, a northern pintail.

1979—U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service im-
plemented the Federal Easement Program
to purchase development rights from will-
ing private duck clubs to protect wetlands

in perpetuity.

1983 —Scientists studying 1,200 acres

of evaporation ponds at Kesterson Nation-
al Wildlife Refuge confirmed that contami-
nated agricultural tile drain water,

loaded with selenium and toxic trace ele-
ments, caused a 64% rate of deformity and
death of embryos and hatchlings of wild
fowl and aquatic birds, as well as some
livestock death.

1985—Abatement order to close ponds at
Kesterson National Wildlife Refuge by the
California State Resources Control Board,
followed a successful lawsuit by James
Claus, owner of 5,000 acres of Grassland
wetlands, and others, to prohibit the use
of tainted agricultural drain water at the
refuge and provide a supply of clean water
by the U.S. Bureau of Reclamation to be
supplied by the Grassland Water District.

1992—President George H. W. Bush
made ‘%o net loss of wetlands” the national
goal and signed the Central Valley Project
Improvement Act that guaranteed refuges
and private wetlands within the Grassland
Resource Conservation District a firm
supply of good—quality, well-timed water
amounting to 180,000 acre-feet annually.
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Though the government &

called it harmless,
Jim Claus knew the toxic

R

waste water was causing an ecological disaster.
His lonely battle against the bureaucrats
dramatizes a national dilemma

The Case
of the
Poisoned

Wildlife
Retuge

By Bakoy FrrzceeaLn

NE MORMING In late |9-'B|, i
O cattle belonging to Jim nng
Karen Claus drank from an
irrigated pasture on their ranch in
California’s San Joaquin Valley.
And one by one, the cows lay down
and died. A foul odor began to
permeate the ranch. To Jim, it
scemed to eniginate in the Kester-
son National Wildlife Refuge next
door. As months passed, fish disap-
peared from streams, frogs from
airnigation ditches, rabbits from fields.
Hirﬁ': fell dead. The environment
was degencrating before their eyes.
For Jun and Karen Claus and

AL EATE AR T 1y

READERS DIGEST Ok pober

their three childeen, their 1400-acre
ranch and duck-hunting club rep-
resented their savings and a lifelong
dream. Both held Ph.D.s—]im in
land-use economics, Karen in pay-
chology—and they had been trained
to ask questions. But when they tried

to raisc an alarm, iﬁmm'l
them. No one wamu lieve
that the marshy sgoo-acre reluge
for migratory birds could be dying.

Investigaung further, Jim began
[0 SUspect 5o Ing was wrong
with the irrigation water, the valley’s
lifeblood. He decided to notify offi-
cials at the US. Fish and Wildlife
Service, which ran the Kesterson
refuge. Jim had been introduced to
FWS in 1979 when he entered into
an casement agreement with them.
In return for a pledge o kecp
their property as it was—nalive
pastuie and a duck habitat—land-
owners were promised the gov-
ernment would protect the arca,
called “Grasslands,” as perma-
nent wetlands.

In late 1681, Jim Hew o Port-
land, Ore., to warn FWS regi
officials: “Your refuge is killing the
very life it is supposed to protect.”
He says that they tried to assure
him nothing was wrong with the
water and perhaps predators were
depleting the wildlife. But once
back hnrr;'n he r:::iur.tl the flirst nI; a
series of packages, apparently
mailed anonymously by sympathet-
ic employees of the FWS and the
Bureau of Reclamation.

Inside, Claus found reams of
federal documents relating to Kes-

rid

terson and the surrounding 50,000
acres of the mostly private Grass-
lands. He was shocked. Kesterson
was being transformed into a toxic
waste dump. "I cant believe our
government is doing this to us,” he
raged. “This water is dangerous!”

Then we must close Kester-
son,” Karen replied, “no mauter
what it costs.”

Jim first had o find the source of
the pollution and who was respon-
sible. His search would uncover a
problem with nauonal implications.

Corporate Muscle. Jim found
that water Aowed into Kesterson
:l]uni":rm $3-mile-long drain from
the Westlands Water District, a
group of several hundred farming
operations southwest of Fresno. An
impermeable clay layer underlics
much of Westlands’ 603,000 acres,
creating serious drainage problems.
High salinity levels tended to com-
bine here in the irrigation water
with nawrally occurring trace ele-
ments such as selenium-—toxic at
high levels—in Westlands® sail.
This water had to be removed after
use or it would poison crops. So
farmers hooked up subsurface tile
drains to pipe used irrigation water
away, via the Bureau of Reclama-
tions master drain, to Kesterson.

Kesterson, with its 12 evapora-
tion ponds, was originally planncd
as part of a drainage system through
which the agricultural waste water
would flow, eventually to reach the
San Francisco Bay delta. Dut in 1975
a shortage of funds and environ-

mental concerns over high salinity

8 8 —PROTECTING THE WEST'S LARGEST WETLAND
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1087 THE CASE OF THE POISONED WILDLIFE REFUGE
and pesticides in the water prevent-  received subsidics for both its warter
ed the system’s completion, and the  and its crops. )
drain stopped at Kesterson, Unanswered Complaints. Because
Tile-drain water had begun  Westlands is semi-arid, its soil can
flowing into Kesterson in 1978, and  only be made higﬂ? able with
by 1981, the year that Jim noticed  enormous floods p irrigation
animal deaths and deformities, the ear contract, which

waste water was all from il
drains. Sources say that for several
years Reclamation
continucd to deny
there was a problem.
Claus also began 1o
understand the politi-
cal muscle he was up
against. These were
not ordinary farmers.
Westlands' member-
ship was dominated by
large corporations,
which, with other
landowners, exercised
considerable influence
over the Bureau of
Reclamation. West-
lands was America’s
biggest irrigation dis-
trict and the largest re-
cipient of federally subsidized wa-
ter in the reclamation program.
To favor family farms, the law
had limited those that could receive
subsidized water to 160 acres. (It
has since been raised to g60 acres.)
This acreage limitation was cir-
cumvented by elaborate leasing ar-
rangements. Further, as a Natural
Resources Defense Council report
notes, over half of Westlands acre-
age was permitted to be devoted to
gmwf:g:urplu:guvcmm:nump:,
especially cotton, Thus Westlands

ok, 1

" .- : : of Kestersen

water. A q;oﬂy
went into effect in 1968 between
Westlands and Reclamation, made

this possible: it called for water
dcliverics from federal dams at
$7.50 an acre foot. (A study by the
Matural Resources Defense Coun-
cil shows the true delivery cost is
$97 an acre foot, with American
taxpayers making up the differ-
ence.) And Reclamation charged
Wesnlands only 50 cents an acre
foot to divert the waste water away.

For months, Claus tried to warn
his Grasslands ncighbors about the
danger in re-using Westlands'
waste water, but to no avail. The

PR RREEE RRLAN lj‘s

cattlemen feared that if word got
out their water was toxic, their
herds would become worthless and
pr?cny values would plummet.

3 Claus persisted in his cam-
paign, his Irmily was harassed.
Vandals ransacked their home, and
an anonymous caller threatened
to harm his family. But before
long, other landowners adjoining
Kesterson began experiencing

blems. On Frank and Janette

‘reitas’s g5o0-acre ranch, sheep

and cattle started dying, and gar-
dens refused 1o grow as Kesterson
water began sceping into their
properties.

Jum sull dung o his faith that,
given the facts, officials would take
corrective action. On March 14, 1984,
he and Karen met with a ranking
Reclamation official in Sacramen-
to. They expressed their belief that
toxic seepage from Kesterson was
destroying their land. The meeting
procduced no results but the couple
determined to continue to hight.

They filed a formal complaint
with the California Regional Water
Quality Control Board, Central
Valley Region, I"ﬂ}lltﬂ'inﬂ immedi-
ate enforcement of the water-quali-
ty law. Months of rescarch went
into Jim's presentation. But the
board denied his request.

Genetic Nightmare. Jim re-
turned home defeated. Then an-
other package arrived. “Karen,
we've got them!™ he exclaimed.

New memos laid out the full
story. Reclamation Aneee abour sci-
entific studies showing that scleni-
iyb

um levels at Kesterson were high
enough to kill the fish population.
In June 1983, environmental spe-
cialist Felix Smith of the FWS and
two other scientists had been sent
there to check on how agriculwural
waste water was working. Appar-
ently, Reclamation and the FWS
had been using western wildlife
refuges as waste-water dumps for
several decades—without rigorous
studies to determine possible toxic
cffects. Now the scientists found
deformed chicks without eyes or
legs. The marsh had degencrated
into a genetic nightmare. Although
Reclamation claims it acted as

wickly as it could, critics charge
ﬂm these findings were not acted
on for quite some time.

Jim and Karen Claus now ap-
pealed the regional board's decision
to the state board. With new testi-
mony from government officials
and others belatedly rallying to the
Clauses’ side, a case emerged that
the board ecould not ignore. On
February s, 1985, the board con-
cluded thay drainage of waste water
into Kesterson Reservoir posed a
harzard to the environment, that the
site must be cleaned up and that
statec  water discharge standards
should be enforced.

On March 15, 1985, Interior Sec-
retary Donald Hodel ordered Kes-
terson closed. But Westlands
launched a fierce lobbying counter-
attack and two wecks later Secre-
tary Hodel backed off, announcing
a Elluud shutdown, which would
allow Westlands use of Kesterson

9 O—PROTECTING THE WEST'S LARGEST WETLAND
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cattlemen feared that if word got
out their water was toxic, theis
herds would become worthless and
ptr:xn:rtr values would plummet.

s Claus persisted in his cam-
paign, his family was harassed.
Vandals rans:uk:j their home, and
an anonymous caller threatened
to harm his family. But before
long, other landowners adjoining
Kesterson began experiencing
problems. On Frank and Janette
Freitas's ssoo-acre ranch, sheep
and cattle started dying, and gar-
dens refused to grow as Kesterson
water began sceping into their
properties.

Jum sull clung to his fanth than,
given the facts, officials would take
corrective action. On March 14, 1984,
he and Karen met with a ranking
Reclamation official in Sacramen-
to. They expressed their belicf that
toxic secpage from Kesterson was
destroying their land. The meeting
produced no results but the couple
determined to continue to fight.

They filed a formal complaint
with the California Regional Water
Quality Control Beard, Central
Valley Region, requesting immedi-
atc enforcement of the water-quali-
ty law. Months of rescarch wemt
into Jim's presentation. But the
board denied his request.

Genctic Nightmare. Jim rc-
turned home defeated, Then an-
other package arrived. “Karen,
we've got them!” he exclaimed.

New memos laid out the full
story. Reclamation &reee about sci-
entific studies showing that seleni-

13t

um levels at Kesterson were hugh
enough to kill the fish population.
In June 1983, environmental spe-
cialist Felix Smith of the FWS and
two other scientists had been semt
there to check on how agricultural
waste water was working. Appar-
ently, Reclamation and the FWS
had been using western wildlife
refuges as waste-water dumps (or
several decades—without rigorous
studies to determine possible toxic
effects. Now the scienusts found
deformed chicks without eyes or
legs. The marsh had degenerated
into a genetic nightmare. Although
Reclamation claims it acted as
-.mi:kly as it could, critics charge
that these Andings were not acted
on for quite some time.

Jim and Karen Claus now ap-
pealed the regional board'’s decision
to the state board. With new testi-
mony from government officials
and others belatedly rallying to the
Clauses” side, a case emerged thar
the board could not ignore. On
February 5, 1985, the board con-
cluded that drainage of waste water
into Kesterson Reservoir posed a
hazard te the environment, that the
site must be cleaned up and that
state  water discharge standards
should be enforced.

On March 15, rgﬂf. Interror Scc-
retary Donald Hodel ordered Kes-
terson closed. But Westlands
launched a ficrce lobbying counter-
attack and two weeks later Secre-
tary Hodel backed off, announcing
a phased shutdown, which woul
allow Westlands use of Kesterson
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as a water dump until July 1986,
when it would be closed.

Jim Claus had sued the United
States 1n U.S. District Court for
damages relating to Kesterson
scepage. The Justice Department
asked the court to dismiss the suit,
calling it "a patently unmerited ef-
fort to open the federal treasury o
their gain.” The suit did not proceed.
Claus then sued the government in
U.S. Claims Court. Supporting his
case were the indings of Herbent
Skibitzke, former senior rescarch
hydrologist for the U.S. Geological
Survey: The land surrounding Kes-
terson “will not be redeemable in a
reasonable time or at a manageable
cost. The water pouring onto the
land is inconceivably bad, and the
damage is essentially permanent.”

Ecological Disaster, When Claus
requested government documents
bearing on his case, he was told he
must fuy over $170,000 for search
and phatocopy costs. “The govern-
ments intent is to bankrupt the
Claus family or force them to with-
draw the lawsuie,” contends Bruce
MNahin, a Los Angeles attorney rep-
resenting them. The squabbling
over blame continues, while the
Clauses, Freitases and another fam-
ily involved have been reduced 1o
financial ruin, pain and despair.

Ohbservers believe Justice and In-
terior are fighting so hard because
they want to avoid a precedent tha
might encourage similar suits. Last
year, a nuw.?' by the FWS found
that 85 wildlile refupes were suffer-
ing from documented, suspected or

tential problems—most caused
@ agricultural irrigation wastes
that Interior has allowed to be
dumped in them for years. The
Stullwater National Wildlife Ref-
ulit in Nevada, for instance, has
selenium levels comparable to Kes.
terson’s, Early this year millions of
fish and scores of birds were found
dead there.

In 1685 Jim Claus and his family
moved to Portland, Ore., where
they are now struggling to establish
new carcers. He takes small conso-
lation from events that have tran-
spired since he first spoke oul.
Although Kesterson was closed 1o
drainage dumping after June 30,
19896, Westlands stull receives tax-
payer-subsidized federal irrigation
water for its toxin-producing soils.

Donald Anthrop, environmental
professor at San Jose University,
calls the episode “an ecological dis-
aster brought about by subsidized
irrigation of marginal land that
should never have been irrigated in
the hrst place.”™ And the Nawral
Resources Defense Council asks,
*"Does the profit of a relatively small
numbecr of farmers justify water sub-
sidies that may create an insoluble
threat to the environment?™

The Interior Department should
scttle damage claims with land-
owners around Kesterson. More
important, the FWS and Dureau of
Reclamation should put an end to
the ecological disaster at all wildlife
refuges in the West. We must not
let our naton's wildlife refuges be-
come toxic dumps. b ]
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s

He’s been reviled as a crank and a crackpot, but Jim ¢ s of e

nll Jiem Clnns the swamp faz,

T e whio U0¥ 0 @Yery-
o fram tha Sserotary of tha In
terior to Califormin’s most pow-
erfiol forrers o foren them o
admit thnt the way we irrgmbs
Faries |s puisoning e West s
ailBered thie Bl of ot whbisd o
blowers. He was driven from his
komee, lad his livelihood de
siroped, wos vilified as a crank and trooblemalker
and Farely recoived crodit for his sngle biggpest vie-
tory: a 1565 stateorder to shut down the farm waste
waitir evaporation ponds al the Kesterson Mational
Wildlife Hefuge, an order that foroed thie federnd B0
ermmeal W rexanbee s imigation  practios
thiressghant the American Wet,

But afler spending the 1080s Bghting in the
courts, pleading his case before local, regional and
sfate water boards mnd labining the medin and agr-

Down the drain

cultural seientists, Claus
i."-l:llﬂh.illt:il.lll'll.l:"ll-rll.ll!.ll
the misal abaticuste el
wellands for probecisd
bird speces are nod jgood
places 10 dump (o
diraimnoge waler lnden with
ibrndly poisons.

Five years afier b won
his historic Kesterson
eleanup veder, Claus Is
bapcle i5 fodernl] eoanm Lo
foree o sohition o the
drainoage crials in tso
WSl San Josguun Yul-
ley. He wonta to mako
s that the Lype of texie
frm drninmge water that
roviged Kestorson doesn™
|L.1.L:'I|E. vl mvers agd
wollunds that have be-
come diapasal areas for ir-
rigation projects all over

III.

Claus took on the government and agribusiness over &:miiiﬁjﬁ‘ii
- & mps 1 Acy A
one of the worst toxic dumps in the West — and won. s beck down e Deta-

Aondoin Cannl and thes

staie Aguaduet to contam-
inate not only westorn valley Farmband but the
I“‘H’Il'i“'lll sUpppties W evier the Tehachapt Modn-
b bo Southom Califernda,” Classs wrobo in hia lst-
est federl] Lawsait.

The profilem ot Kasterson wis aslonium, o nor-
mully hormless trace clemaent that is toxie in con-
verinlia e abimams dided] Cgiiiees i WILTHALY & | misids, i
cluding birth defect= and death, Selenium framn the
western San foaguan Yalkey sail was contamizating
the irrigation water, which in the lage 1970 ws dis-
charged inte the Kesterson Heserooir, whem it
qml,:h.l_'" F:lllu‘l{:!i the: food chain H_'.' 19EE, the bird
panctaary 3 miles southenst of San Francison was
dying Dead birds flooted everywhers in the stink.
ing camporation ponds.

But i sidemium was the Immellate culprit at
Kistorson, Clas: believes the mal killers were
members of the so-alled Hydraulic Brotherbood, a
powerful metwork of politicinns, reclumation offi-
cials, sngineers, scienbisis and rich farmers wheo be-

B"I-' L!‘-’}'d (—-131 ter Phetographs by Elizabeth Mangelsdorf

San Francisco Examiner

Sundiy, June W, 1000 & | M A G E & 21
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The Kesterson Reservair, S0 e sourh-
Eind o San Francieos (iee i e, -'IP'.I:----I-"\.'J. L]
il e mrgprarang peeum, dacks and ndher
wabey fomd, Tract, o, the sow amused Sea
Lo [rain, was 'l'rnp-w.irl."- X ek e s
17.:4 ingpr ai Koruterian wilils ke O R e
gy it comtroveriigd plas docvenrually
sl the water o e aea via the Saa Fran-
cancir flay, Hut i M3, drad berds and dle-
fomed embeowns sfarted hudrmesg vp
Kossraring re larer aumbers, Thee '.|.':p.'|t W
selsmium, & frace eremead 1y fhe scal, faird an
conrearared dores, that had drsolird i the
ierraparsan warer, Clppasite pap ff far ) co-
Brive mieh conled Fower beak and messing
=i, Wt dd s Embeovo wark s iy
s Al ey Berak, ealy one e oo mech
loaf. upgper .:\r_-. ihortc aed and petited, o
brava wath mnmg evei, fe and fower Beal,
.l.l.'\-rl,: 4T e Brak, reoded asetanls, oaly
v sl g and notmal rrrléh::w- Fiom
the fab of LY. Heary ] Oblendo of the
U5 Foad and Wikdhife Srrmer

FFoa A8 A D #® Somdae line B FRED

oyl withinast epeestaun thet § nlafsrmen™s

il e iR gy e
<ri. b sewmed likis a
peama] Bilim S50 wdars o, nned a ot of i hoese
Fnctnry Derimers am s WesLiorie 'a.l!ll_'a will

Fivisrd ibimild Bue ¢

wesbierrmn villey ik

argiie feroely That ot s stall & el sdea

Th probdem i the westorn vallisy =
that all the FENESTON OveEr thee Last half
oontary fad witorlopged the land. and
undess it s prncdically drained (o lower
thie proaindwiter iabde, salis wnd loans
juisl Basloay glw rowll Zofe HiK Ehe erop
And there are o lot of loxins in western
Wiy wobld JAEsL i MLSLY fs
wisliemnam. thime= ke or
srhie mad bwerien, by o
al=. wuraanenEe racsrra
Ty chinummeEn el
sodium sulfaole, Becosae of
e & FALA DD prohd e, plins
were made i@ thee [5Gl
Faeld i mciasaee gl — e
San lagiz [rain B Caprmy
L¥is weadbie  wirliE by et
SacraunenlieSum dompain
[heltan, swhisre b coaild e
“wifioly™ Mushed throgds th
= Prauscson Bay e the
*acific (homaun, the ultimate
st sink

| |51 it Fprisamely
Ihelba amel May Aren resi
ieisla i sai LECi A il Lhs
wheme and demandisd seb-
enific stidies Lo prove LRk of wie anle
=anin the 1070, with Audies undi reeay,
Elw H_w|.-.|l|||| lirstherhaond dead-d w
i H.'-JJ FreiEly A e ':r'|1:ihrr'.|l'_'r'\' I!ll.':ll.:ll._"
ol for diraimese Froen Bhe Wisad lnnef=,
thar mntenn’= bigpeest fsderal (R gFa B (s
[ £pe | i|.'|'_l'lllj:'.l"_'h foaF ils |r|||'.|| al rmigsad
That= whon Jdifm Claus Sanw akba thise
wrrrns o mapddiead the walors

P TR BT [T ::-\.1:r Arcn Teal csiabe s
wrsilanr weitly o Stanferd PhoO) im urhan e

cprra vy, Clnad storend pronmgt dheck lung
1Ty i ther Meroed County  wetlands
armerd Foater=son in the carly 197 and
el in lowve with the area. By the Lt
19700 Il bewnphil severnl oosmblrs oo
catths Faimliidick eluls thasre, including
O girs rnf L fee st L Bass LisPaads

Clanes digd niot ebsee adoythinge wtias-
al wntil 1981, whin his lorapge e
woasldn T rronw ind hies coktle started bs
e worigalel, pheElEefijd AsiK and -'t_-.:llu.'_ Tha
Froidipaes nixt door seere havimg armilar
;l.':ll.ll-'l-.l-_ elwitir amithe were l‘l"--'u.l-ll.'ll.'.,
inml  very L Ih-:. drnk the foul
smellirg water thial wis sarisgd e biik
bl up on therr progerty. Lol bustars
reported fabb el @UEcEs LRt were aickly
il pmlerweipdht, S wakh |!.|||1|.|,;-'\-|
fisillusr  puitbern Amothor  feighbor
Frank Schwoils, G o poomse sath a

aiariliqanl Ly 0 Lnis haegroig [isamarigy dmel
and thungs wol seeaml, “We bhad death
threals, we ooulde'd eak in reskassints
wo weren L welemme B town angymore
Whon we wope it U honrings wo had to
Eeep moving eur velche” Claas sadd
W waire nbiackee] v every posabbe woy
Sed CIRIY MdFLER Hied, :I|I|'J|III.'_ FLIESTIRIES kT
B Bmprglaseed, W had people Leess
P oy srr peropery, destoy ibimes, g
12 1 B AR P AT '\-.-\.I'.:".-.'a.ll.- w0 Lhi

. L
|J|:|:J'|'_ threatesn w amasm sl kil o

children and kaldnmpy ouir vasiaigost cduhid”

The pressuaree froem The T il gvern
meEnl wis mare dohdlie TRe Baersesian o
Faclammution, whirh oquerated (b Boslee-
A Al |.-|.lr.:': LR 1k, sl theere wist me
lsakame  froem Kiratorsnn  to mdcent
runches. The water wad fine, they inskst
e, eleaner thomn Lol growndwoator

clemledta InBar foiifd EllL scben

v ims Bl afraan wiiter beadd oy

ituleartasd Basteraom plas t e, then
Becomw more concetilritisl e it moved
wige B Fopd chioom L Bha mog@ralory ducka,
which stiried showing Brar-se emboyo

. : 3
ki muissErys avves, wings

il i et
il Bl jernd corkacrswsad Bveabs. Hapl ghse
bird dlefmmantios dicd nob Buseceist kil
reoumtil the Gl of THSL fiwe

man tha after they wore discavered
B 1984, Festeran was al foll vira
lenaw. Himls were dyiigg Doy thee thois
il A MG s RN wiere glackand 1k
16 & gl ey, 15, CHH0 s momaonth, Hae
risan adficuals eallid i avian chinlera, bt
2 af the 14 birds gl weps nefually cest-
el hind dicd of selemmm Lloxicess
Ie dawtar Aprl ol thot voar, s anl
nis Wb, Eziremn, o ppeeridd Bl ofe thi
Contesl Yolley Hegional Wider Sualing
bl Baocaral tae demainad thiit Bistarsan

Isit chimanesl wp or b, TR meg sl
I

bonrd, dominated by frming intecests,

refised o acknowledge that thers was

even @ problem. So the Classes np=

to the State Water Hesourcss

Board with a massive stack of

Pl P pperrac erugtl

L ma, inchading proofl

that scientific wamings had boon ismaed

all through the 1960¢ and 1970s about

tho dangers of the kind of drainags wa-
ter baing dumped at Eestorson.

As carly as 1948, David Lowe of the
L8, Gealogieal Sarvey had proposed o
thorough study of sebendum in the West,
verning that it could save the country
tens of millions of dollnrs and much fa-
e gl by koeping bad lond sull of pro-
duction. Love sy ics killed his pro-

i officinls

dumiping drainage
haslonds of fermers o the Decsmber
water board hearing — but to 6o aval.
O Feb. 5, 1085, Jim and Earen Claas
won the onder o clean up the reservolr.
Bin wooks lator, just a foe daya aller
Claus could be heurd thandering righ-

San Francisco Examiner
Sundy, June 10, 1990 % | M A GE + 23
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One wetlands “reflioge” known as Pixley
has no water af all. Presumably the
ducks bathe in the alkali dust,
*[hmﬂqﬂnﬂﬂ.r'- the domadn of
some of the state’s meost powerful lamd-
holders, including J. G, Boswell, who
owmns 140,000 nerea, and the Chandler
farnily, ownors of the Los Angeles Times,
Perhaps coincidentally, Times coverage
of the Talare Basin dispute has been vir-

24 % 1M A G E * Sasday, Juse 10, 1990
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1.5, Dhetrict Jodge Lawrencs HKad-
ton, who has had meny thorny Califor-
nia water fssues before him over the
years, is faced in the Claos suit wdith one
of the moet difficult decisions of his oa-
reer. Acting agnin as his own atiormey,

Gooss, Ho anys he will sell it to the gow-
ernment if the government wants Lo buy
it. Claus still likes to prowl] his swamp,
making improversonts in the marsh,
watching ducks fly overbead. The ducdk

mﬁnhﬂmll-ﬂmhlmdh
hunt anymore. He tallks instead

of tuming all 50,000 acres of privately
earned duck chobs in the ares into public
wetlands fior firture penerations to snjoy

There's been ensugh killing, be says.m

Lind Cantor is & mpoarter by United Prcss [ntar-

Bitand iy Frease whe e the San Franeisss Press
Clob's Boxt Esvironmental Coverage sward m 1985
dew fuss pepoctieng oo Kestersos,

Suscday, June 10, 1990 % IMAGE = 25
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