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As one who has been involved for almost 40 years, I’m honored to help 
celebrate the first 150 years of the County of Inyo and to recognize the 
paramount importance of water in the past 150 years and in the coming 150 
years. 

As reflected in the title of Mary Austin’s book, Inyo County is the “Land 
of Little Rain.” Yet, despite the fact that there is only a small amount of 
rain on the valley floor, water is Inyo County’s most precious resource. 

The water falls as abundant snow in the spectacular mountains to our 
west and then flows down from the Sierras into the Owens Valley in the 
Owens River and in its numerous tributary creeks.  

Water has always meant life in this valley. The people who have been 
here for thousands of years before the creation of Inyo County, the 
Paiute and the Shoshone, recognized that if the water was diverted from 
the River and the creeks, the land would become lush and productive. 

Thereafter, as European settlers came to the valley beginning in the 
mid-1800s, the irrigation networks were expanded and more land was 
irrigated. 

By the end of Inyo County’s first 50 years, there were about 75,000 
irrigated acres in the valley along with thriving towns and rural 
communities largely dependent on the ranching and farming. However, 
before the County reached its 50th year, the City of Los Angeles realized 
that the same water that could make the Owens Valley land lush and 
productive could also be used to grow a large city in a semi-arid area some 
275 miles south of the valley. 

Just after the turn of the last century, Los Angeles, with the aid of the 
federal government, was able to subvert a proposed federal water 
project that would have enhanced irrigation in the Owens Valley and, 
instead of the valley getting an irrigation project, Los Angeles got the go 
ahead to export the valley’s water, got large swaths of federal land 
withdrawn to protect the watershed and got the right of way to build an 
aqueduct across federal land to carry the water to the city. 

To secure the water, in 1903, the same year that Mary Austin’s the Land of 
Little Rain was published, Los Angeles posted a notice next to the Owens 
River about 15 miles north of where we stand stating that Los Angeles 
claimed the rights to the entire flow in the river.  

!  1



By 1913, Los Angeles had completed its aqueduct. As has been recognized, 
the aqueduct was an engineering marvel since the water flowed by gravity 
all the way from the valley to the city.  

But engineering marvel or not, to supply the aqueduct, the fact is that 
the Owens River was diverted from where Los Angeles drove its post into 
the ground drying up some 60 miles of the Owens River between what has 
become known as the “Aqueduct Intake” and Owens Lake. Because of the 
full diversion of the river, by 1924, the 100 square miles of Owens Lake 
were dry.  

Consequently, not only did the valley suffer the loss of its river, but 
after the Owens Lake went dry, the County’s citizens began to be plagued 
by vast clouds of blowing dust from the dry lake. 

On top of the dire consequences caused by the export of water, after one 
of our periodic lengthy drought periods, Los Angeles decided in the 
mid-1920s, that it would have to gain control of the irrigated lands to the 
north of the aqueduct intake in order to ensure a full aqueduct. This 
decision was in direct contradiction to Los Angeles’ promises made at the 
time of the construction of the aqueduct that Los Angeles would only 
take water surplus to the needs of the upstream farmers and ranchers. 
The breaking of that promise, as we have seen in the years since, was a 
precursor of more broken promises in the future. 

To carry out its mission to secure the additional water, the city began 
purchasing ditch companies and agricultural land in the northern Owens 
Valley and removing the land from irrigation. Like its original land and 
water rights purchases prior to construction of the aqueduct, some of 
Los Angeles’ land purchases in the 1920s and early 1930s were shady and 
underhanded. As a result, anger rose in the valley. 

The anger led to violence in the mid-1920s. During the period that has 
come to be known as the Owens Valley Water Wars, the aqueduct was 
blown up and armed guards were brought into the valley by Los Angeles 
to protect the aqueduct. However, even the violent water wars didn’t halt 
the city. 

Since the valley’s ranching and farming economy was being reduced 
because of Los Angeles’ land purchases, town business owners and 
residents demanded reparations for the loss of income they suffered as a 
result of the depleted agricultural economy. In response to the demands, 
instead of reparations, Los Angeles began buying up the commercial and 
residential property in the valley. The result was that by the mid-1930s, 
Los Angeles owned most of the valley’s agricultural land, most of its 
businesses and most of the towns’ residences.  

In addition to its control of the valley’s agriculture, businesses and 
residences, by the end of the 1930s, Los Angeles and the federal 
government has agreed that the Paiute and Shoshone people living in the 
valley would have to leave their homes and move to reservations that 
were established on former Los Angeles-owned land near Bishop, Big 
Pine and Lone Pine. Under the agreement, Los Angeles would supply 
water to the new reservations. 
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By the late 1930s, the valley had become a virtual colony whose water 
and land were controlled by a distant landlord. However, colony or not, 
Los Angeles actions have permanently left a lot of open country in the 
valley.   

In the second half of the 1930s, Los Angeles began selling back the town 
commercial and residential properties—but without their water rights.  

Those commercial properties that have not been sold are leased with 
terms of 5 to 15 years. This relatively short lease term causes 
uncertainty on part of the business owners and makes it difficult to 
obtain financing for improvements. This situation affects the appearance 
of the business areas of the valley’s towns because business owners are 
often unable to undertake renovations of their property without 
financing. 

With regard to its purchased agricultural lands, Los Angeles leased the 
lands to local ranchers under relatively short 5 year leases, but the 
lessees had an uncertain supply of water. Under this “feast or famine” 
lease policy, in normal to wet years, the ranchers received water, but if 
there was a dry year, they did not. Obviously, such a situation made it 
difficult for many ranchers. 

Suffice to say, issues with Los Angeles’ ranch and commercial leasing 
practices continue through the present day.  

Another result of the “buy up” of the valley is that most of the 
architectural and cultural history of the valley is gone since the 
farmhouses and rural community buildings such as schools and small 
businesses have been removed. All that is left in the rural areas of the 
valley are the remnant concrete silos built by the farmers. 

Circumstances from the end of the 1930s until 1963 were relatively calm, 
but in 1963, Los Angeles declared its intent to take more water from the 
Eastern Sierra when it announced that it was going to construct a second 
aqueduct which would increase its export capacity by half again. The 
second aqueduct was to be filled from increased diversions from the 
Mono Basin, increased groundwater pumping in the Owens Valley, and 
decreased irrigation in the valley. 

The second aqueduct was completed in 1970. By 1972, as a result of the 
drying up of springs and seeps in the valley, degradation of native 
vegetation, and blowing dust from the reduced irrigation, the Inyo County 
Board of Supervisors decided to sue Los Angeles under newly enacted 
state environmental laws. Thus, the second round of the Owens Valley 
Water Wars erupted in the courts. As a result of the litigation, Los 
Angeles was ordered by the court to prepare an environmental impact 
report on the water supply for the second aqueduct before it could fully 
supply the second aqueduct. 

Following several years of environmental litigation, in 1980, the Inyo 
Board of Supervisors upped the stakes by drafting an ordinance that 
would require Los Angeles to obtain a permit to pump groundwater in Inyo 
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County. The Board placed the ordinance on the ballot, but before the 
citizens could vote, Los Angeles sought to have a court block the 
election. The cry at the time was “first they took your water, then they 
took your land, now they want to take your vote.” Ultimately, the election 
was conducted and the ordinance passed by a wide margin. 

Thereafter, Los Angeles mounted court challenges to the County’s right 
to regulate its groundwater pumping and in 1983, the County’s ordinance 
was declared unconstitutional and preempted by state law by a Superior 
Court judge. 

In 1982, the County and Los Angeles began attempts to resolve their 
differences.  Both sides had realized that it was a government to 
government fight and neither side was going to go away or back down. 
Thus, nearly 10 years later, and after much travail, in 1991, the County 
and Los Angeles agreed to a Long Term Water Agreement. 

Among its many provisions, the Water Agreement provided for management 
of groundwater pumping and surface water management practices to 
protect the valley’s environment, groundwater pumping by private parties 
and the rancher’s right to continue irrigation with a firm supply of water. 
It also provided for the rewatering of the portion of the Owens River 
that had been dry since 1913. 

The Water Agreement for the first time gave the County a voice in the 
management of its water resources and a place at the table with Los 
Angeles. 

Like many historic water accords, the Water Agreement was not without 
controversy. The document that described the environmental impacts of 
the Agreement and the rewatering of the Owens River was challenged in 
court by the Owens Valley Committee (which was formed in 1983 by 
concerned Owens Valley citizens) the Sierra Club, the Department of Fish 
and Game, and the State Lands Commission.  

It took until 1997 to resolve the legal challenges and to allow the full 
implementation of the Water Agreement. As part of the settlement, Los 
Angeles promised to return water to the Owens River by 2000. Los 
Angeles did not fulfill its promise. After the Court became aware of Los 
Angeles policy to continue the legal fight because it was less costly than 
returning the water to the river, the Court enjoined the use of the 
second aqueduct and ordered Los Angeles to pay $5000 a day until water 
was released into the river. The Court then suspended the injunction 
pending LA’s compliance to rewater of the river within the time limit 
allowed by the Court. Despite the injunction and the $5000 a day, it took 
an additional year and a half before water began flowing down the full 
length of the river in 2007. 

With respect to the dust from Owens Lake, in the 1990s, under the U.S. 
Clean Act, the Great Basin Unified Air Pollution Control District began 
its successful efforts to require Los Angeles to drastically reduce the 
dust emissions from the lake. L.A. began implementing required dust 
control measures in 2000. Because Los Angeles elected to use water 
from its aqueduct as one of the control measures to abate dust from the 
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lake, every year, large volumes of water are diverted from the aqueduct 
onto the lake. As a consequence, over the past 15 years, Los Angeles, has 
gradually tightened the use of water for irrigation and for use by valley 
communities.  

Concerning the Water Agreement, there is no question that over the past 
25 years some ambiguities and weaknesses have become apparent and valid 
issues have arisen concerning LA’s compliance with its provisions, 
particularly, its implementation of required mitigation measures. 
However, with dedication and hard work the ambiguities can be clarified, 
the weaknesses overcome and full compliance achieved. Such work may 
require assistance from the courts. 

Looking forward, as we have all heard and observed, the winters are 
getting warmer, the snowline higher, and the runoff from the mountains 
less. At the same time, the population of state is approaching 40 million 
and is still growing. Los Angeles has become the second largest city in 
the nation, and its population of more than 4 million is still growing. 
Despite this growth, the amount of available natural water remains the 
same or shrinks—and Inyo County’s population remains constant at about 
18,000 people.  

This may seem like a dire outlook but grounds for hope are found in 
victories in the Eastern Sierra that have occurred since the construction 
of the second aqueduct. In the Mono Basin, due to the legal efforts 
undertaken by the Mono Lake Committee, the Audubon Society and Cal 
Trout, water that was formerly exported from the Mono Basin, now flows 
down the tributary creeks into the lake. Flow in the Owens River Gorge 
has been restored due to the efforts of the Mono County District 
Attorney, the Department of Fish and Wildlife and Mono County. In the 
Owens Valley, the Water Agreement has significantly curtailed 
groundwater pumping from the levels that Los Angeles anticipated when 
it signed the Water Agreement. And on Owens Lake, the efforts of the Air 
District have resulted in large amounts of water being diverted to the 
lake instead of being exported. As a result of these actions, Los Angeles 
is unable to export the additional water it hoped to obtain as a result of 
the second aqueduct. 

Thus, it can be seen that even facing great challenges, the citizens and 
officials of Inyo County have the opportunity to follow the example of 
the many citizens and officials who have worked tirelessly over the past 
100 years past to protect and enhance the valley’s environment, economy 
and way of life in this Land of Little Rain. 

In closing, after talking about water for so long, it is probably apt to 
note that in 1992, the United Nations proclaimed today, March 22nd as 
World Water Day—a day set aside to increase awareness of water’s 
importance in environment, agriculture, health and trade.  

Thus, today we celebrate Inyo County’s 150th birthday and commemorate 
the value of our water on World Water Day. 

Thank you.
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