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Desert valley.eyed 
in latest water war 
Bvl.eonBr8ldD" 
AssOciated Press 

AL\1BOY, Calif. - In Southern 
Canfornia~s endless search for . 
water supplies, the Fenner Valley 
seems an unlikely target. . 

The remote stretch· of Mojave 
Desert is filled with salt-encrusted 
dry lakes. crossed by lonely two* 
lane roads and dotted with aban
doned shacks. 

Beneath the valley, however, 
lies a reservoir of billions of gal-· 
Ions of water, the result of cen-, 
tunes of rain and snowmelt .. 

It is the region's ability to store 
such great amounts of water ~ 
and its greatly debated ability to. 

replenish itself -' that has put the 
Fenner Valley in the Q1iddle of 
California's latest water War. 

The Metropolitan Walel 
District,. whiCh serves 17 rnillioJi . 
s'buthern California residents: 
.wants tohuyground water front 
Cadiz Inc., a company that hold!, 
the: rights to much of the aquife~ 
and fanus .. 1,600 acres of vineyanht 
and citrus orchards in the valley. : 

Rancher Rob Blair, whorun& 
400 head of cattle in thevalleyl 
fears the project will drain th~ 
aquifer, leaving his wells dry. ~ 

''They want to sell itlo L.A. SQ 
they can wash their streets off:1 

. - ~ 

. See.lI1ft, page A-a 
J 

--~--
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WATER: Environmentalists wary 
ContlnUEtd from paga.A-1 " 
Blair ~. '~I d(,n~t ap~iate ~." ' , .... 

, EnvitonmentalistsandoffiCiaJs with the· U.S. 
Geological Survey and NationalParlc Service also are 
wa,ty oftbe plans. . . . '., 
. They say the aquifer could be drained enough to 
affec~surf~ce water. threatening'babitat for bighorn 
sheep, desert tortoises an(other species,inc1urung 
some in neighbofutg wilderness areas and JoShua Tree 
National Park. . 

'.' If it's depJeted ~nough. they warn the Fenner. 
Valley could become.1i ~bowl, drawing parallels to 
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Los Angeles' infamous water grab in the Owens '. . . .... .... .", '," 
Valley. . ' . .....r "" lIalr ~andsnear hissuppiy of wen . 

. ' LpsAngeles"Departmentof Water and Power water near Essex. CaILf.; thatcoufdbe affected by a 
tapped Owens Lake with a 230-mile aqueduct in proposal to sendbitlions of, gallons of Fenner Valley 
19}J,c tumirlgfueJakeintoa carcinogenic dustbed. In .~ater t~ ~heMetropolitian Water District.. . 
1999tbe city agreed to spend $100 million to clean up . 
the air pollutioll"by ,2{X)6. ",., :. .. 

. MWDoffiCihls said their Fenner Valley project' 
wilL I:>e environmentally ~nign, even if the natural 
rate of rech~ngthe un<iergrouhd water supply is 
less than Cadiz'sscienfists expect. .' 

·~The.environmental protections are extens'ive 
beyondalrnost'anythingwe have seen in the state of .. 
California:' said Tiro Blair. MWD principal resource . 
specialist. .' . 

Water cannot be pUmped outfor theflfSt nveyears· 
of the program,'while amonitoring program gets 

. more' precise dataabouthow much waterseepg back 
into the gz::>und each year.. . ... ." . . 

Behindtbe debate is MWD's n~edtoquickly 
increase its ~pacity for storing water. An agreement 
with .other western states requires . California to reduce 
its annual use ofCol6rado River water by 800,000 
acre·Jeet within 15 years. . 

The district plans to use the desert aquifer to store 
up tOa I1).illion acre-feet - enough water to serve 
about .two'million 'families fora. year. It would join 
severaloth,¢r •. wa:ter-$torage proj~c~.indllding the 
DiamqndValleyLake Reservoiiopened lagtyear arid 
. otheruiKJergroundstorage wo*a.long~aqueduct. . 

MWD and Ca<tiz.are proposing'a35~mile canal 
.-,-----,---..:.,4' . _. ~'-,-' -"-~ 

between !;adi;'s property about 160 miles ~t of Los 
Angelesand,MWD's Colorado River aqueduct. They 
will split ~'c~ofthe$l50milIionproject. . . 

Cadiz, which has Peen Josing tnoneyon ilS fann
ing operati(?ns..would .earn at least$(W.9 million a year 
from selling the ground w •• accOrding (0 i~ tenta
tivecontnici with theMWD. 
. The water district andfarming cOmpany are sched

uled to make~eir contractfinarthis montb,with a 
U oS .. Bureau of Land Management ertvfronmental 
impact report due in May~ The BLM has.final say 
over tbeproject and expects to mak,e a decision a few 
nionths after the report's release. . 

'.' Under the plan. up to 150,000 aCre-feetof river 
,>varer could-be. recharged into the aquifer during wet 
yeru:$" whitewater. would bepumped.outduring dry 
years. . 

the~ has beert little criticism of the undet:ground 
storage element of tpe .. project It creates fewer envi~ 
ron mental problems and less. evaPQration than an 
above-ground reservoir. -

'. H<?wever~~. plan to pumpm()rewatertlian what 
the MWDwillreplellishhas drawn more than 71»J • . .... I . . 

oppoSillge-inails from environmentalists, as weRas 
criticism from federal officials. . 
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