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Idaho's 
Water 
Wars 

By Stephen Stuebner hirteen years ago, when irrigation and hydropower 
interests reigned supreme, a few daring environmen
talists suggested the unthinkable - reserving water 
in streams and lakes for fish, wildlife and recreation. 
It was a revolutionary idea that made the 

agriculture-dominated Idaho Legislature nervous. 
Since the late 1800s, Idaho's rivers and lakes had 
been routinely tapped for growing crops. Later, they 
were harnessed to churn out kilowatts of electricity. 

Everything else, such as the state's trophy trout waters and whitewater 
rivers, came second. 

But that began to change when the 1978 Legislature passed a law that 
gave previously "inferior" resources legitimate legal standing. Pres
sured by a citizens' initiative petition drive, lawmakers allowed the 
Water Resources Board - an eight-member committee appointed by 
the governor - to reserve in-stream flows for fish, wildlife, recreation 
and such elusive concepts as "aesthetics." 

Can Idaho's rivers 
provide both business 

and pleasure for those 
who want water? 

The new law etched the first cracks in the 
political dam impounding Idaho's water for 
irrigation and power generation. 

Earlier this year, Friends of the Payette 
(FOP), a river conservation group, and the 
Water Resources Board drove a big spike in 
the dam, springing a leak that may become a 
torrent in the 1990s. FOP employed every tool 

inthe political trade to convince the board and then the Legislature that 
the Payette River's whitewater boating, trout fishery and beauty should 
be protected from hydroelectric projects. 

The Payette was one of five river basins initially studied for protection 
under the revised State Water Plan, the others being the Priest, Henrys 





Idaho rivers 

are .till controlled 

under an allocation 

.. y ...... n 

In the 1 aao. 

Fork. Sooth FnT~ fI<>ioe ood tbe Middle 
Snoke. In addi Ii 00 to theY .yene II iver Y I.n. 
tbe Uaj,lolu,e approved pl,n, for the 
rne,t ond Sooth I'orl; of tbe Jl.oi ... Stuoly 
CXlCo,ion> "'ere ti"en to tbe lleIl1)" Fork 
;md Middle Snake. Ev.,lluoUy. oomp,ebeo· 
>i.o plan; will be design<d for oJl river ba,in< 
in tlJ< ".t •• ~uidin~devdopll,ent and u;se uf 
tbe ,ive",. 

Gene Gny. f,.",., Wate, B=n.l ch oi,· 
m.n. not .. Ih. t FOP', comp"Wt w., • <iii· 
'" ",' movement _ the fi,,, of: man)' tu corne. 
be predict,. A bove all 01 .. , be "'Y", cilizem 
...-.ot to protect ldoho" rich qu. lity of lit. 
_ ..,met hi ng I d. boan< h~ve lypi",lIy t.ken 
for Ironted. 

He believes the voop'. victory muld en· 
couroge more citizen oct;"'i"" in Id.ho ...... 
ter politics, "I thin); we're ... ini a changini 
of the guord:' "Y' Gny .• IOftyi'" P.yene 
farmer ."d in,uratlCe age", "'110 i.le.mini 
to kayo); this summer, "The oowboy CO<1tr<>i 
over the Ug;'latur. i, 00 more. Aod ,,"'e're 
.. ei", people move Into thk "Ofe .. I>0 .... 0 
be.ulilulje'O'.land. by God. tbey'r. goiu~ to 
prot.ct il." 

L)'IIIl Tominap, ,..altr and jlIlbli< poii<}' 
"""I)"t 10< lbe Idaho Wottt U"''' A.>OCia- ThL ongoing adjudiCl1'ion of form",,' "'~Ia right> 
tioo ""d fonn., Rupert "ate >enatOT, '0)'>, 
"We·v<.un. tremeodous increll>C in tbe 
number of gro"'·TtX," en ,iron""'n ",I ~[()UP" 
in Idabo, The",', over III <>rg.nintioll> in 
Idabo th. t ha"" ><XIle kind of fishing, hunt· 
in~ or eovim<>Jneot.1 iotof('l,\. And tbe)"", 
. 11 V<T)' .c~iv<," 

A<kh Wmdy Wioon, co-direclor oCFOP 
.nd founder of Idaho I{i ... " United, "We 
are .raTtinG to iet • footbold. but ",.'v< iot 
• lonl .. 'ay 10iO. What ,..e're looking fori. a 
b.lance of u .. ' $0 the publk can iet tbe 
high.,,;t .. Iue out 01 its 'O'oter." 

Wh.n Am.rico" .. ttlers moved Ww in 
tbe jlj&)s - all ill .. ar<b 01 "V •• net 1'''
turo," ond a better "a)' 01 life - ,.. .. t.m 
. tote. di,ided up ti,'e" ond lake. under . 
.y.tern 01 "Oler tight>, a rigidly <ootrolled 
.!llocotion .)'''em. F.""",. "hoMri.ed fitot 
s«urod the moot .. nior ritht' under the 
simple, timo·boD",.d d""tri~ of fi,.t ·in· 
lime, flnt.in.right. 

Thl> I> tb •• )'st<m tbat lIIiII control> fd.b<> 
wOlor todoy. Wh<n CAllII'''' entered the 
\>usine .. of buildini dlm. belinninl in Ihe 
e.rly 19000. it dedicated the project' to irri_ 
g.~oo. ond later. 1I0C1d CO<1trol and pow.r 
,.neration. F. rmers "'er. charged srnoJ I f us 

for the storage ",.ter, and tbe reve n,." W€ re 
.pplied to the d.m,' root at 00 interest. 

rhi , .".ngement. murled "'ith ror"",'" 
e~i"ing ... ter right •• led IOOIl!e to actort th o 
belie! thot tl>ey owned the w"or. In • vi.,.
still ,bared try many in agribu.ine .. tod.y. 
Ib< dominocce of imgato'" ovor tho Snake 
River i> "'OM vivid~ ill"" .. ted at S..,.hooe 
Foil •• ""e oltbe hi,be.t .... t.rt. ll, in North 
Am.riaI, Since tbe early 1'lOOs. irrigator> 
hove divc"T1~d mool. if lIot oil 01 tbe Sna);e', 
fluw'upstream ot Milller Drun. reducing tbe 
f.ll, tu .tridle in tbe .ummer, 

Conflict> Over Id.ho·, ".te, inf.", • 
batik over d,..indling rc""uroc>, While I>U 

.urpluo rem .in., l>Coording to .uthoriti .. , all 
paTtie, .gree I"t the ,t.t. i, ric';' I)' .ndo .. ,.d 
with water .uf>PIie .. ldoho lead> tbe nati'Kl 
in per--capita .. ,.ltr use. 'The So ... River _ 
frequently referred to .. to. .a .. · .Iifol> 100<1 
- i< tOe JOth longest in to. \Jnited SI., ... 
It exceeds oJ L~ times the volume of tbe 
Colorado ({i_er. 

"We ha •• pl~n!y of water for «=ti"". 
,..ildlite. r..b ond the traditional uses." Wil
>iOIlU)". ''"Tbcrc an: win-.. 'in solutions oot 
tbeIT," 



.. -----------------------, ~ 

s .. t~ .u(~ri li.' nave embarked 00 • 
major fact· findin ~ m i"ion to determine just 
OOW much waler forme", aoo .... neh." U"", 
It', ~1II1cd the Snoke RiveT adjLJdi<:oti(Hl,. 
decadc-l""8 COUTi inqlliT)' into .i.'or ri~"_ 

In 1\198, <be rc'u1ls will be in, at leu, lbo>e 
rIOt appealed 10 hw><:, courts. 

C""'."'I;OO;'I' ,jew u.. .djLKli<;.tion • • 
a key opportunity [0< '.,.Mini "'''or to 
rive", ond lakes. ronkularly durini 1 .. late 
IoJl month., ,.-hon irri~ .. i"" <n<k •• om. 
,(rc>Ill.> dry, 

$<'01{ Reed, • (''XU! d'AI<II< att<>nley 

000 fonuer W.let Boord ,,",rober. ""Y', 
"The adjudication, ;r jI'. dono pT<::'I'<'rly 
and b.sed O<l (lie COIIC.pI of be",,~ci.l LISe, 

could unC(>V< • • 101 of .... t.r t""{ can'l be 
accoUlltod lOT" 

F<>r enmple. ""me fu rme" in II>< upper 
Snoke Rivor m.e Ii •• times .. m""" ""le' to 
flWw the >ame crop< ., formers further 
do,"""""am. lbe "PP'" Sn.kc /onnen may 
have dirticulty jU"jlyiD~ lilt LI>C. 

eo ...... tioni'l; h;ove "sed (be 1 978 j.~ 
I.tion ((J petition the Water Soard (0 "Ul~
li.b minimum strumfiow, for various 
.tream" ,,:serving .... er for 1l(I[l-<:{M1,nmJ>-

ti" \lS<, The oo.rd ond up,"tu," have 
reserved minimum lJ<>ws for ne.rly 40 
• tream , in rile I •• t 12 ye ... , Recipients in
dude Silver Croek, tho P.yette Rh'e" Big 
Wooo Ri,"" Bo. Ca nyon Crook and 
Minnie Miller Spring'_ 

But minimum 1Io .... arc . ubordinllte to 
«oiCO' .... tcr ri~lS, .l>Iltbe,d ore IKka totoJ 
8LlOrarti ce th.t .ome ",ate' ",ill rcrruin in thc 
otream_ " The promise 01 • minimum 
"'oamno .. ' Proteant ha",,'r t«n fulfilled." 
Wil""o "Y'_ "On . hiP. pe",entllie 0/ river 
mile . in tbe .tlle, most 01 the m in imums are 
pillbetioally low !low. to keep tbe fi.t>e..' 
oor",1 fin> we(." 
Ree~, a cJtid P'oponco' of minimum 

SlreOIltOo .. , in rbe 11170<, odmir. tbe p'co. 
it.m;' weak. -rhe'e ;,n'r a pape, d<vice 
that .110 .... fo< tbe pur<h.se of ..-ate, ond 
le.vioiir in rhe ,i.e'," be .. y" "Whilyoo're 
re.lly ahe, Me t" .. nior _te, riJhr'_" 

In Coliforn;., city d .. 'ell." .nd farmo" 
have ~t . nd "lid "",tor right, lor 1"'Jl< 
""ns und<, a willin~-buyer, willing_.dkr 
')"tem, In Idaho, ooly • bondful of t,oo,,"-o_ 
~"'" lI",e OCC\lrred, Id.~o l'i!ll .nd Game. 
for ;""{O",,e. pur<h.sed SO.tnl ..:'e teet 0/ 

, , 
! 

",'at« in Lucky Peak llim to 'o"''''e yo .. -
round minimOOI . !re.mfl", ... , 10' tho B""", 
Rive' thtouth Boi,e to protect the trout 
["ber)'. 

-Cominaga "')" ",creationi,t, ond ",oser_ 
nrionim ou&ht to c",,';<le, puIThltiing .... _ 
te' il rhey 'O'.nl a la'ge' stde in i1> manage
ment and ".,., 'The itrikato," pur up tbe 
money to l:MJ,ild the d."",,- tie 'ay>, " E~,i
roomen .. li,\> .. '.nt control 0( rile dam op
er.tion, ",'ithout pun;ng up the money_ 
Ma )'be thoro will rome • time .. hen th .. 
nud. to happen," 

G ray agr<:e.". "Ri~l DOW, tbe rccrcolioni"" 
Ofe llertinll' free 1""clI." h~ ",)',. ' On tbe 
Poyetto. 1"'ooervoi .. pr.,.ide ",."",-Iong 
flo .... that .110 .. , ,,'hitewarer I:>oot .... to hove 
one hed: 01 . gr .. t "'perie""", Maybe they 
sboukll"Y' fee to noat tile ';,'er .. , I think 
m,." pt:uplc ,,'ouId poy it" 

'''The money would be thcrc i/ we ",'cre 
allowed th. "I'lion of pu'cllO>ing .... te,: 
WjJ"", "'y'. "Ri~t no .... lhe," ', no mcdo.
ni,m to, pushing conse,v.lioo in .... te'Tnta'-
1:.'in l oOO .... tor bonl:;o,." 

A !>ill""""rionini tile pun:h ... or d{M1a
,ion ol .... ter ri~'" fo<con'lCrv. tion cleared 
the Idaho Senate in the 1991 """;00, but it 
laile<lt<> p'" 'he II""",, M"" expe'" it to 
he 'f'Pro"e~ oen yeo,. 

Ed Wood" wired ph)"kO.nin Ca=M 
and Frie""" 01 tbe Payelfe m.mhe" ta~ •• 
the positio" tha, Idaho' ..... ter beJoop to 
the people. "Tho impto .. got ,hat worer 
year>"Y' lot. mere pinon"", If anybody 
,hook! 00)' .. 'ater, tbe ,tote.ooukl buy it .nd 
pve it ~acllo 111< people: be soys, 
W~ il e lbe c ur ... nl of !d.ho "'ate' man"#

ment doe; seem to tie c~.ngint. rhe balan"" 
01 po,.'er h .. yet 10 .hilt, <aj15 Wi~OQ_ "At 
thi! point tl>e i'ripton 'lill have the uI'I"'r 
blind," ,he soys. 

C'on>e,..lioni,,, won mode.t ';e'<.-ic. (][I 
til< Poyette Ri'''r, but Wilson nOle .. til< 
""""" came (01)' wilh a t'emend""" ....,ounl 
olenon_ "II we ba,'e to put tbar m""h wot~ 
into .""",nd ,,'er)' ri,'or ir.,oi08 to he. 
long prnceM," ..... YO 

"The pendulum i! ... nini: to , .. inl: o.d,d,; 

Wikon_ "But we 're going to haY< to gi,'c il • 
pretty big .hove to >ec any dillete""e in 
Idabo ri.e",." 0 

Slephen S,,,,,b,,,,, CO """ Ma,,,.~1 nroun= 
Q~d 11" envirom"'~, for 1M I d.bo St.le,man 
in Bo",,_ 
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