Mono Lake
compromise:
A model for
conflict

resolution

Deborah L. Elliott-Fisk

Mono Lake is a unique natural re-
source in California and the rest
of the world. The lake evolved as a hy-
drologically closed basin, having no
ocean outlet. Estimated to be 1 million
years old, it is a remnant of the much
larger ice-age Lake Russell. Lake
Russell created a series of linked eco-
systems: saline lake waters linked to
hot and cold springs, fringing wet-
lands, riparian corridors and terres-
trial uplands. Such a series of ecosys-
tems is found nowhere else in the
world. The unique ecology of this lake
has been greatly threatened in this
century by the development of
California’s water resources.

Early in the century, the City of Los
Angeles bought up vast tracts of land
with their riparian water rights —
which allow use of the stream’s water
on adjoining land — in the Owens
Valley and the Mono Basin, which lies
north of the valley. This was to pre-
clude claims to water by riparian own-
ers. For its own diversions, the City
obtained “appropriative” rights to re-
move water from the Owens and
Mono Basins. Many of the latter rights
were obtained from the State Water
Resources Control Board by permits
acquired in 1940 and licenses issued
in 1974.

The stream flows of this region had
been used for decades to support agri-
cultural production in the Owens Val-
ley and to sustain native species. In
about 1913, however, prior to estab-
lishment of a state permit system that
regulated appropriation of surface wa-
ter for non-riparian purposes, the Los
Angeles Department of Water and
Power (LADWP) began exporting
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Above, Mono Lake circa 1930. Below, Mono Lake in 1993. Beginning in 1941, water was
diverted from Mono Basin for Los Angeles. Over the next 40 years the water level of the

lake dropped approximately 45 feet.

these waters for urban use via an aq-
ueduct system to Southern California.
(The state permit system went into ef-
fect in 1914.) The City and LADWP
had begun a decades-long process of
landscape change in eastern California.
While this project was certainly an
engineering marvel and provided the
City with high quality, inexpensive

water, it also led to the demise of agri-
culture and components of the natural
ecosystem in the Owens Valley.
Owens Lake desiccated as sections of
the Owens River channel were left dry
and tributary streams were dammed
and diverted. Mono Lake too was al-
tered through the capture and diver-
sion of water by LADWP from its four

CALIFORNIA AGRICULTURE, NOVEMBER-DECEMBER 1995 15



major feeder streams (Lee Vining,
Walker, Parker and Rush creeks), all of
which issue from the crest of the Sierra
Nevada. Beginning in 1941, as many as
90,000 acre-feet of water were diverted
each year from Mono Basin for Los
Angeles. Over the next four decades
until 1981, the level of Mono Lake
dropped from an elevation of 6,417
feet to 6,372 feet — a decrease of ap-
proximately 45 feet.

The impacts on the lake, shoreline
and upland ecosystems were abrupt
and also threatened to be long-lasting.
With less freshwater inflow, the lake’s
already extremely high salinity rose
from 51.2 grams per liter to 99.4 grams
per liter. This increased salinity threat-
ened the productivity of the brine
shrimp population and associated
phytoplankton. In addition, the drop
in lake levels caused the loss of the
hard-bottom habitat that is critical for
the alkali fly. (It is necessary for one
portion of their lifecycle where they
are sedentary.) Mono Lake's brine
shrimp and alkali flies are critical food
resources for many migratory and
breeding birds such as California gull
and snowy plover. In addition, the
many wetlands, riparian woodlands
and upland habitats near the lake were
also threatened by decreases in runoff
and associated changes in groundwa-
ter flow as well as by alkaline dust
blowing off the now-exposed toxic,
alkaline playa (the exposed lakebed
sediments containing high levels of
arsenic, boron and other elements).

The environmental community rec-
ognized the deterioration in Mono
Lake and the surrounding areas, but
how could this legal diversion of wa-
ter by Los Angeles be stopped? Of
greatest relevance to Mono Lake was
the use of the common-law public
trust doctrine, which protects access to
and enjoyment of navigable water-
ways and affiliated resources. Also rel-
evant were specific provisions in the
California Fish and Game code that
mandated release of water from dams
to maintain downstream fish popula-
tions in “good” condition. Although
these tools were in existence in 1940
and earlier, social attitudes toward
natural resources and the environment

at that time made it highly unlikely
they would have been used by the
courts as they were in the 1980s. How-
ever, societal attitudes had changed
dramatically by the 1970s, as evi-
denced by passage of the federal Clean
Air Act and Clean Water Act, in 1970
and 1972 respectively, and the Califor-
nia Environmental Quality Act
(CEQA) in 1971.

Prompted by 1976 student research
findings showing severe impacts of
water diversions on the Mono Basin
ecosystem, students, scientists and
other conservation-minded individu-
als undertook a massive, grassroots
effort to “Save Mono Lake.” The
Mono Lake Committee and Mono
Lake Foundation were formed to edu-
cate the public and legislators about
the issue and to reduce the diversion
of tributary waters from the basin.
Litigation ensued in the form of suits
filed under the public trust doctrine
(in 1979) and the California Fish and
Game code (in 1985). In 1989, the rel-
evant court issued a stay of its pro-
ceedings pending completion of work
on the matter by the State Water Re-
sources Control Board (SWRCB). Before
it issued its decision, this board pre-
pared an Environmental Impact Report
pursuant to the CEQA. The SWRCB de-
cision referred both to the antidegra-
dation policy derived from the Clean
Water Act and to air quality standards
derived from the Clean Air Act.

After many years in court and the
establishment of the region as the
Mono Lake National Scenic Area un-
der Congressional directive, the State
Water Resources Control Board in
September 1994 issued an order (Deci-
sion 1631) to reduce greatly LADWP's
diversions of water from the Mono Ba-
sin and restore the lake to an elevation
of 6,392 feet, a level last seen in 1964.
This level was a compromise that
would achieve several, but not all, eco-
system health objectives.

Interestingly, as the direction of the
pending decision became clear, those
who once opposed the process began
to work together to discuss the future
restoration of Mono Lake and its asso-
ciated ecosystems and to find Los An-
geles another source of water. An in-
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dependent team of consulting scien-
tists has begun to restore riparian veg-
etation and natural stream morphol-
ogy of the rewatered tributaries. The
California legislature and the federal
Bureau of Reclamation made funds
available to the city to undertake
metropolitan water reclamation and to
pursue water reuse and conservation.
With the signing of AB 3096 by Gover-
nor Wilson, appropriation of $9 million
per year over 4 years began as autho-
rized by AB 444 in 1989. The federal
government is providing additional
finds through HR 429. These actions
could produce more than 200,000 acre-
feet of water per year, as noted by UC
Davis law professor H.C. Dunning
and others.

Mono Lake Committee Executive
Director Martha Davis, speaking July
21, 1995, at the annual conference of
the Sierra Nevada Alliance, aptly
stated that with this victory in hand,
the biggest challenge is now ahead of
us: implementation of the State Re-
gional Water Resources Control
Board’s order to restore Mono Lake. If
our climate system behaves normally,
we should be able to watch many of
the elements of Mono Lake’s ecosys-
tems restored over the next 40 to 50
years — within our lifetimes. Observ-
ing this process will teach us a great
deal about the restoration of other de-
graded ecosystems, which will benefit
California as a whole.

The Board’s order achieved a win-
win situation for the economy and the
environment, and initiated a learning
process that will enable us to better
manage, restore and conserve our
natural resources in the future. In
Mono Lake’s story, we have seen how
a grassroots political effort can achieve
many of its goals, how our laws can be
appropriately used for resource pro-
tection, and how agencies can work
across administrative boundaries for
the good of the resource. It is an excel-
lent model for future management of
California’s linked urban-agricultural-
natural ecosystems.

D.L. Elliott-Fisk is Director, UC Natural
Reserve System and Professor, Wildlife,
Fish and Conservation Biology, UC Davis.
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density to just seven homes per acre
reduces the land required for a given
population by 28%. With about 30,000
acres converted annually from farm-
land to more intensive urban uses
throughout the 18-county Central Val-
ley, a 28% reduction would preserve
9,000 acres a year.

Other ways that growing cities can
use their land more efficiently include
setting aside less land for ambitious
commercial or industrial projects that
may fail to come to fruition and de-
signing narrower streets — rights of
way account for as much as one-fourth
of the developed area in the typical
California city.

Farmland: a limited resource

As a limited resource, California’s
farmland is the arena for ongoing
competition between cities and farms.
Urban development directly cuts into
the farmland base in this state because
expanding cities generally are located
in the midst of prime cropland.

The negative consequences of this
competition, we suggest, can be less-
ened by adaptations in agricultural
practices and in urban form. Growers
and ranchers can continue to make

California is not a crowded state by national and international standards, but its sprawl-
ing development is crowding out farmland. Throughout the Central Valley, about 30,000
acres are converted annually from farmland to urban uses. Increasing residential den-

sity can reduce this rate.

more productive use per acre of a de-
creasing farmland base, while cities
and other urbanizing communities can
consume smaller amounts of land by
increasing their population densities
and infill development. Judging from
past experiences, agricultural adapta-
tions may be easier to achieve than
changes in urban form. While farm-
land owners generally make produc-
tion decisions according to market,
technological, taxation and farm policy
considerations, communities grow ac-
cording to more perceptual and per-
sonal factors. As long as California
homebuyers and builders equate large
residential lots with quality of life,
limiting the conversion of farmlands
will continue to be difficult.

In any case, changes in farming
practices and urban form will only
temporarily ameliorate the problem of
accommodating both a rapidly grow-
ing population and a very large and
productive agricultural industry in the
same state. For example, the state will
continue to lose dryland farming acres
that have important environmental
values. If current population and

landuse trends continue, the state’s ag-
ricultural production will be sorely re-
stricted in future decades. A California
with more than 60 million residents, as
seems entirely possible within the next
50 years, will be an entirely different
state in terms of both its agriculture
and its urban population.

A.G. Medvitz, a rancher in the Rio Vista
area of Solano County, has an Ed.D. de-
gree from Harvard University in Admin-
istration, Planning, and Social Policy;
A.D. Sokolow is Public Policy Specialist,
Cooperative Extension, Department of
Human and Community Development,
UC Davis.
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