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Provocation No. 259 
Water in the West

When Janet and I moved to Col orado in 1940 we had to drive through the 
Dust Bowl region in our dilapidated, second-hand Graham Paige car. We gave 
the auto the nickname "Busty" because is was so often busted. In Nebraska we 
had to drive at night. By day it was so hot and dry that Busty boiled out 
its radiator water every 25 miles. Throughout the Western High Plains, right 
up to Denver, we saw remnants of the fearful drought of the 1930s. Dead 
trees, abandoned farmhouses with leeward dirt drifts, non-functioning water 
windmills. For us the critical role of water in the West was no longer an 
abstract ion.

Today the worst scars of the Dust Bowl have healed. The New Deal tree 
belts have been mostly abandoned. seemingly of no value in the wetter vears 
since the '30s. In many places circular center— pivot irrigated cornfields 
now prosper. But many are being abandoned, as the water table of the 
underground Ogal 1ala aquifer falls. Water wars are looming in Denver and 
throughout the West as cities and agriculture vie for the increasingly 
precious resource of fresh water. When I fly a small plane over the West I 
see how much of the land the desert owns.

Thus, I was pleased to see a thoughtful essay on Western water by Marc 
Reisner in the winter issue of "Issues in Science and Technology." It 
recounts the coming battle of cities versus agriculture. It documents how 
farmers in our region are diverting huge amounts of water from more sensible 
and profitable use, and at the same time wounding the environment.

Reisner points out that in a region with plenty of water for anv 
rational need, we have "a stupefyingly inefficient— almost Soviet style—  
system of water management and allocation." In California 85% of the water 
goes for agriculture, which accounts for but 2.5% of the economy. I believe 
in Colorado the ratio is even worse, with well over 90% of the water used in 
agriculture. All over the West bird habitats, rivers, wetlands are suffering 
as water is diverted. Much of the redirected water is simply wasted.

In California pasture irrigation is the biggest water user— grass and 
hay for cattle and sheep. This use demands as much water as is used in homes 
by all of the 27 million Californians, including their lawns, car washes, 
home gardens, swimming pools, kitchens and toilets. What is the commercial 
value of the irrigated pasture products? Reisner says it is but one five- 
thousandth of the economy of the state. It amounts to $94 million gross 
receipts, and it cosumes one-seventh of the State's total fresh water.

If all the cotton, alfalfa, pasture and rice irrigation were abandoned 
and the land not planted at all, the agriculture of Cal ifornia would drop in 
value from $14 billion to $12.3 million. Reisner estimates. The water saved 
would be enough provide for household use of 70 million people. "That $1.7
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billion loss of revenue...is exactly the cost of the proposed Auburn Dam that 
farmers want taxpayers to build for them. By simply retiring the land we'd 
get 75 times more water for our money."

People remember the bitter water war over the diversion of the Owens 
River flow to Los Angeles many years ago. I was appalled by the 
environmental damage I saw in mv first visit to the Valiev a few years after 
the diversion. But now equally serious conflicts brew in the Lower Colorado 
Basin, the Upper Rio Grande in New Mexico and Colorado, the Two Forks Dam on 
the South PIatte in Colorado. Water wars threaten between Mexico and USA 
over the flow to the Mexicali Valiev from Yuma, as the waters crossing the 
border become more saline because of up-river irrigation. I see potential 
disputes over the special water rights of the California Imperial Valley 
farmers as the Colorado River water resources evaporate.

What are the solutions? Irrigation system improvements can in manv 
cases save up to 40% of agricultural water now wasted because of water laws 
in many areas that favor “use it or lose it." Sale of water between water 
districts and transfer of water has promise, but in many regions archaic 
water law and potent irrigation lobbies prevent reform. In addition, water- 
pricing needs to change to reflect the real cost of providing it through 
taxpaver-subsidized dams and other water district improvements. Water users 
should pay for the dams that provide it to them. If this were done, we'd 
probably not build anv more large dams anvwhere. In some areas farmers buy 
an acre foot of water from a federal authority for less than $15, while 
another farmer pays $50 from a State Water Project. At either rate, water is 
sold too cheaply because it's tax subsidized. Conservation of water will 
improve if water is priced at its true cost, and if water transfers can be 
made among districts for a price.

Reisner says that if we do things right, we need not have water wars 
within the US, or between the US and Mexico. And I suspect that other 
countries, like the USSR in the Aral Sea region and in drainages to the Black 
Sea face similar problems, and have potential water wars brewing.
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