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THE MOVEMENT FOR RECLAMATION
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The snowmelt and gush of spring and early summer runoff frustrated early ngr‘n settlers. T_h'::"
watched helplessly as water they wanted Lo use in ﬁel-'dry days of late summer disappeared dow n
Western watercourses. Settlers responded by developing waler projects and ¢reating ¢ *f'“F'I»‘LIIu!
Western water law systems, which varied in detail am i o ons states & territories but
cenerally allocated property rights in available water based on the coneept of prior appropriation
(first in time, first in night) for beneficial use.

At first, water development projects were simple. Settlers diverted water from a stream or river and
used 1t nearby; but, in many arcas, the demand for water outstripped the supply. As demands for
water increased, settlers wanted (o store “wasted” runofl for later use, Storage projects would help
maximize water use and make more water available for use. Unfortunately, private and state-
-ponsored irtigation ventures often failed because of lack of money and/or lack of engineering skill
[ resulted in mounting pressure for the Federal Government 0 develop walter resources
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RECLAMATION BECOMES A
FEDERAL PROGRAM

President Roosevelt supported the "reclamation” movement because ufhi'f: pﬂ'{".‘iﬂ"i” GRpEnencc: 11
the West, and because of his “conservation™ ethic. At that time, “conservation meant a movement
for sustained exploitation of natural resources by man through careful management for fhk‘ gaod o
the many. Roosevelt also believed “reclamation™ would permit *homemaking” and support l!m
agrarian Jeflersonian ldeal. Reclamation supporters believed the program would make homes for
Americans on family farms. Passed in both Houses of the Congress by wide margins, President
Roosevelt signed the Reclamation Act on June |7, 1902,

In July of 1902, Secretary of the Interior Ethan Allen Hitehcock established the United States
Reclamation Service (USRS) within the Division of Hydrography in the USGS. Charles D. Walcott.
as director of the USGS, became the first “director” of the USRS, and Frederick Newell became the
first “Chiel Engineer” while continuing his responsibilities as chief of the Division of Hydrography.

I'he Reclamation Act required that

Nothing in this act shall be construed as affecting or intended to affect or in any way
mterfere with the laws of any State or Territory relating to the control, appropriation,
use, or distribution of water . ., or any vested right acquired thereunder, and the
Secretary of the Interior . . . shall proceed in conformity with such laws . ..

Phat meant implementation of the act required that Reclamation comply with numerous and often
widely varving state and temtonal legal codes. Development and ratification over the vears of
numerous interstate compacts governing the sharing of stream flows between states and of several
intermnational treaties governing the sharing of streams by the United States with Mexico or Canada
made Reclamation’s efforts to comply with state or territorial water law even more complex

In 1ts carly years, the Reclamation Service relied heavily on the USGS Division of Hydrography's
previous studies of potential projects in each Western siate with Federal lands — the sale of which
was the original source of reclamation funding, Between 1903 and 1906, about 25 projects were
authorized throughout the West. Because Texus had no Federal lands, it was not one of the original
“reclamation” states, It became a reclamation state only in 1906,

PRINCIPLES OF THE
RECLAMATION PROGRAM

During its early years several basie principles. underlaid the reclamation program. The details have
changed over the years, but the general principles remain; (1) Federal monies spent on reclamation
water development projects which benefit water users would be repaid by the water
users; {2) projects remained Federal property even when the water users repaid Federal construction
costs (the Congress could, of course, choose to dispose of title o0 a project); (3) Reclam
generally contracted with the private sector for construction work: (4) Reclamation employees
administer contraets to assure that contractors’ work meets Government specifications, (5) in the
absence of acceptable bids on a contact. Reclamation, especially in its early years, would complete
aproject by “force account™ (that is. would use Reclamation employees to do the con

- ; ! struction work):
and. (6) hydroelectnic power revenues could be used to repay project construction cl'mrgi.:-»a x
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EARLY HISTORY OF RECLAMATION

In 1907, the USRS separated from the USGS to become an independent bureau within the
Department of the lntcﬁi The Congress and the Executive Branch, including USRS, were then ju :_t
heginning a leaming period during which the economic and technical needs of Reclamation pre :_!u‘ S
hecame clearer. Ininally, overly optimistic about the ability of water users to repay ﬂt]‘?“‘futifL ";
costs, Congress seta 10-year repayment period. Subsequently, the repayment period was inc '"E*}"f"_‘
1020 years, then to 40 years, and ultimately o an indefinite periad based on “ability ta pay. Other
issues that arose included: soil seience problems related both to construction and o arability f-'_*h”]?;*_
of soils to grow good crops): economic viability of projects (repayment potential) including cli m‘{‘.'{']
limitations on the value of crops; witerlogging of irrigated lands on projects, resulting in the nee :
for expensive drainage projects; and c:.ﬁrluﬂd for practical farming experience for people

successfully to take up project farms. Many projects were far behind their repayment schedules. and
selters were vocally discontented.

The leaming period for Reclamation and the Congress resulled in substantial changes when the
USRS was renamed the Bureau of Reclamation in 1923 and. in 1924, the Fact Finder's Act began
major adjustments to the basic Rm’!ﬁmntihu_‘pmgam, Those adjustments were suggested by the Fact
Finder’s Report which resulted from an in-depth study of the economic problems and settler unrest
on Reclamation’s 20-plus projects.  Elwood Mead. one of the members of the Fact Finder's
Commission, was appointed Commissioner of Reclamation in 1924 as the reshaping of Reclamation
continued. A signal of the changes came in 1928, for instance, when the Congress authorized the
Boulder Canyon Project (Hoover Dam), and, for the first time, large riations began to flow

o Reclamation from the general funds of the United States instead of from public land revenues and
other specific sources. :

In 1928, the Boulder Canyon Act rutified the Colorado River Compact and authorized construction
ob Hoaver Dam, which was a key element in implementation of the Compact. Subsequently, during
the Depression. Congress authonized almost 40 projects for the dual purposes of promoting
infrastructure development and providing ‘Lﬁmmmbﬁ “Among these projects were the
beginnings of the Central Valley Project in California, the

Colorado-Big Thompson Project in

Colorado, and mmmmwm ashington,

Ultimately, of Reclamation's more than 180 projects, about 70 were authorized before Warld War ||
The remainder were d during Worlc i'flf_?l:nall and major authorizations.
<uch us the P 1994), the 9&1 rdo River Storage Project (1956),
and the Thi erplant ! ’ he last really big project construction

e Co oriado River Basin Project Act which
jeet, the Amimas-La Plata Project. the Central
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These research laboratories study modeling and designs for hydraulic structures, concrete
technology, electrical problems. construction design innovations, groundwater. weed control in
canals and reservoirs, various environmental issues, water quality. ecology, drainage. control o
cvaporation and other water losses, and other technical subjects.
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ctric plants on Reclamation projects went into operation in 1909, it

Although the carliest hydroelectric plant eclamation e
was only during the 1930s that generation of hydroclectric power became a principal benefit of
Reclamation projects. Reclamation b e major hydroelectric plant at Hoover Dam only after a
hard public debate about whether ral Government should become involved in public power
production or whether private pov duction should be the rule. It was the Hoover Dam
precedent which ulti ‘allowed R to become a major hydroelectric producer. Once

¢ airing ydlre i¢ projects became a feature of many

the issues received public’ i er Dam, hydro .
Reclamation projects. Hydroelectric revenues have subsequently proved an important source for
funding repayment of Reclamation p sts. In 1993, Reclamation had 56 powerplants online
and generated 34.7 billion kilowatt electricity. In 1999, revenues from Grand Coulec
hydraelectric generation equ lirds of Reclumation’s entire appropriated budget.

'AND INTERSTATE WATERS
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SPECIAL PROJECTS

de i : i c e West,
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INDIAN TRIBES
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working for the Secretary of the Interior to develop equitable water solutions for Native American
tribes. Reclamation has also amended its procedures so that before any new actions are undertaken,
Reclamation [irst determines if the action could adversely impact Indian trust resources. When it
appears that adverse impacts are possible, Reclamation will work with the tribe to seck to avoid the
impacts or. when unavoidable. to determine appropriate mitigation.

RECLAMATION PROJECTS AND THE ENVIRONMENT

Conservation and mvmm&l imm nmnuusnsw mﬂﬁulmnaunn as many think. The nature
ol conservation and environmenta and. “have alfecte Rpl:llmnnun, however, has
changed considerably ¥ e ' R mation’s ' between 1908 and 1912,
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RECREATION

Reclamation reservoirs provide flatwater m:[gaunn opp?mmmw :ﬂ"q over lhcnd’o‘{ﬂit] 't:’g::;
Westerners quickly identified and began o enjoy recreation o portunities on and in 1I":’I 1037
captured behind Reclamation dams, recreation was not . “ﬁl"fﬁ'PmJEFt“Ff uni o
Reclamation transferred Lake Mead, behind Hoover Dam, to the National Park Service for recreation
management in 1936 and initiated the still-existing pattern of seeking other agencies 1o ot
recreation at Reelamation facilities. That pattern means that today Reclamation manages only a r“
one-sixth of the recreation areas on its projects, From the 1930s to the early Wﬁfh- r“m““’"',"'l‘r
specific projects was authorized, however, in the mid-1960s, the Congress began to giy =
Reclamation more generalized authorities for fu recreation on all projects. Fishing, i‘“{“:"i:-
boating, picnicking, swimming, and other recreational opportunities have developed over the years.

In 1992, Reclamation had over 300 recreation areas on its projects with almost 5 million acres of
land (a hittle less than five-eighths of Reclamation-controlled Federal lands) open to vanous
recreational uses. In recent years, Reclamation has “reoperated™ some facilities seeking to improve
recreational fishing, commercial fishing. and white m!:l:_r-mllmna]_uppfmumtlcs. Three
recrealion areas managed by the National Park Service — Lake Roosevelt behind Grand Coulee Dam,
Lake Mead behind Hoover Dam, and Lake Powell behind Glen Canyon Dam, as well as the U. S.
Forest Service's Shasta Lake behind Shasta Dam - are among the most prominent recreation arcas
on Reclamation projects.  Other managing partners for recreation areas include other Federal
agencies, state agencies, counties, and cities. These partnerships result in millions of recreation days
of use on Reclamation projects annually and raise numerous issues in terms of interagency
coordination, water qmwh“ afety, public aecess, cost-sharing, law enforcement, etc.. As
water is converted from rural to urban uses in the West, and urban population increases, recreation
visits to Reclamation projects are expected to increase.
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resources issues, and Reclamation has welcomed more than 10,000 visitors from nclgrl};'_ r;:r
country in the world to its facilities. Reclamation routinely pmﬂdﬁ_l@l_ﬂmgg‘f’asmnms r:lrm:: 'S Ig[;
visitors, This activity is conducted in accordance with United States policy and in coope

the L. 8. State Department.

Reclamation also provides technical water assistance to various public and private entities within
the United States through a variety of programs.

RECLAMATION TODAY

Reclamation currently has more than 180 projects in the seventeenWestern states which are managed
out of 22 area offices. The area offices are within five regions which are organized around western
watersheds. Many projects are actually operated and maintained by the water users. Reclamation s
projects provide agricultural, municipal, and industrial water to about one-third of the pul ation of
the West. Farmers on Reclamation projects produce about 13 percent of the value of all crops in the
United States, including about 65 percent of vegetables and 24 percent of fruits and nuts. Asa result

of initiatives under the presidency of Bill Clinton. Reclamation’s staffing level is about one-fifth

smaller than 1t was in 1993, “As Reclamation enters into additional partnerships with the

beneficiaries of the waterand electricity produced on its projects, Reclamation's bud getsand staffing
levels are expected o shrink even further in ﬂiﬂf?]ﬂ'ﬂt‘.ﬂlgmgy; SV
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