The Hetch Hetchy Debate

Purpose: The purpose of this activity is to re-decide whether or not to construct a dam in Hetch Hetchy Valley in Yosemite National Park. Students will represent one of the following six interest groups in a reenactment of the Hetch Hetchy debate, which took place in the early 1900s, with  1910-1913 involving intense discussion on whether or not a dam should be constructed at this site.

               For Building at Hetch Hetchy          Against Building at Hetch Hetchy

                 1. City of San Francisco                     2. San Joaquin Valley Farmers

                 3. Army Corps of Engineers              4. Spring Valley Water Company

                 5. Conservationists                             6. Preservationists
Background information: Hetch Hetchy Valley
1. Hetch Hetchy Valley was once a deep, flat-bottomed valley of lush meadows, with stands of oak and pine.

2. Hetch Hetchy Valley was visited by the Awahneechee and Paiute natives in order to gather acorns and grind them in bedrock mortars.

3. The rock formations in Hetch Hetchy Valley are similar to those in Yosemite Valley.

4. The name Hetch Hetchy comes from a native American word, "atch atchie",

For a grain mix made with a variety of grasses and edible seeds.

5. In the 1840s, Nate or Joe Screech (sources vary on the first name) encountered/viewed Hetch Hetchy Valley and several years later returned with others to use the Valley for grazing land.

6. In 1870, John Muir made his first visit to Hetch Hetchy.
7. In 1901, San Francisco Mayor James O. Phelan made the first filing with the Department of the Interior for the use of Hetch Hetchy as a reservoir for the municipal water supply of the City. This request was turned down.

8. The Sierra Club, with John Muir as president (though he did not seek this position) worked to prevent the use of Hetch Hetchy as a reservoir.

9. In 1908, the Department of the Interior grants the City the right to use H.H. for water storage, but the battle for H.H. would continue for five more years.

10. In 1909, President Taft and Interior Secretary Ballinger visit Yosemite and meet with Muir; they agree that Yosemite National Park, including H.H.,is a unique, special place.

11. 1910 -1913 saw a series of hearings to examine the City's need for H.H. as a water reservoir, when other sites were looked at.

12. Congressman John E. Raker, with the aid of others, pushed a bill through Congress, The Raker Act, authorizing the use of H.H. as a municipal water source.

13. The Raker Act was signed by President Wilson on December 19, 1913.

14. Construction of the O'Shaughnessy Dam begins in 1919; named after the

Chief Engineer M.M. O'Shaughnessy. Dam completed in 1923

15. 390,000 cubic yards of concrete and 6 million board feet of lumber used, with the wood coming from within the Park.

16. In 1934, water begins flowing into San Francisco from H.H.

17. In 1938, the dam's height is raised 86 feet, providing a final reservoir area of 1972 acres and a volume of over 117 billion gallons.

18. The river flowing into H.H. Valley is called the Tuolumne River.
Interest Group Information 
 1.  The City of San Francisco

          All of your water is currently supplied by Spring Valley Water Company (SVWC).
           SVWC is using all of its available water sources and projections have demand 

          exceeding supply as San Francisco grows. The City is not convinced that SVWC is 

          capable of meeting the needs of the City. SVWC stockholders claim that water rates 

          are so attractively priced that the small profit margin leaves little financial cushion to

          take the risks often associated with developing new water sources. The City engineer

          suggested the Calaveras site for development, but SVWC beat the City to purchasing

          this site. Since 1873, the City has tried to buy-out SVWC, but voters consistently 

          expressed that the price was too high. In 1901, City engineer Grunsky recommended

          the Tuolumne  River after studying 14 options, including the SVWC. To prevent 

          speculation, the Mayor filed for water rights as a private citizen. In 1903, the Interior 

          Secretary denied the initial application to develop Hetch Hetchy. The Board of 

          Supervisors decides to abandon plans to develop Hetch Hetchy. The earthquake of

          1906 dramatically illustrates the need for water as the city burns for three days. Plans

           to develop the Hetch Hetchy site are resubmitted to the Secretary of the Interior in 

           1908, with limited permission granted. In June of that year, City voters pass a 

           $600,000 bond issue to purchase lands near the site and in 1910 the City votes 20 to 

           1 for a $45,000,000 bond to go ahead with the construction project. This same year,

           the new Interior Secretary withdraws the construction permit for a reservoir at Hetch

           Hetchy and Lake Eleanor. The Secretary appoints a board comprised of engineers

           from the Army Corps of Engineers to study the issue. In 1913, the board reports      

           that developing the Hetch Hetchy site will be $20,000,000 less expensive to build.

           With this report, the Interior Secretary decides to deny further permits unless they 

            have Congressional authority. The City introduces a bill (to become the Raker Act)

            to Congress which would give the City all rights to these sites if approval was

            granted. This action would therefore end the monopoly held by SVWC on 

            the City's water supply. The water supply would now be owned by San 

            Francisco citizens. These citizens recognize the aesthetic and recreational values

            of Hetch Hetchy, but also view human health and comfort as a priority. Some City

            engineers and advocates view the damming of Hetch Hetchy as an improvement on

            the scenery. Access could be enhanced with roads and trails, thereby increasing the

            recreational opportunities in the area. The City is confident that damming and

            diverting water from the Tuolumne River would not impact San Joaquin Valley

            Farmers. The City points out that many times the amount of water which they

            currently demand for irrigating crops is permitted to flow to the Pacific ocean unused.  

            Further, the City would be storing excess water resulting in heavy precipitation years

            and therefore would be in a position to guarantee an adequate water supply to 

            farmers. The Hetch Hetchy project might also assist farmers by providing affordable

            power generated by the dam. 
       2.  The San Joaquin Valley Farmers

              The Tuolumne River is your major water source. If the Raker Act is signed into

           law, the Tuolumne River will be dammed and a significant portion of water will 

           be diverted to the city of San Francisco. As a farmer, you are clearly concerned

           about having sufficient water for irrigating crops which feed people all over the 
state of California and beyond. The SJVFs need enough water to irrigate 257,000

           acres of farmland. Currently, you can divert 3,600 acre-feet of water/day from the

           Tuolumne River. (One acre-foot of water is the amount of water needed to cover

           one acre of land with one foot of water). The normal flow of the Tuolumne River 

           is 4,700 acre-feet/day. During periods of flooding, 40,000 to 60,000 acre-feet flow

           down the Tuolumne River daily. In 1906, these same arguments were used by the

           Turlock and Modesto Irrigation District staff to convince the San Francisco Board

           of Supervisors to abandon the development proposals for Hetch Hetchy. Then the 1906

           earthquake hit, water supplies were inadequate and the City burned. The proposal

           to build at Hetch Hetchy was placed back on the table as a necessity. The SJVFs

           would like some type of guarantee that the fast-growing City will not eventually 

           divert the entire water supply, leaving the Farmers with insufficient irrigation

           capacities. 

        3.  The Army Corps of Engineers  

            Interior Secretary Ballinger withdrew the Hetch Hetchy permit previously granted

          by Interior Secretary Garfield. Secretary Ballinger later requests that an Advisory

          Board of Army Corps Engineers review the issue. The job of the Army Corps of 

          Engineers is to locate and recommend possible reservoir sites that would supply the

          City of San Francisco with adequate amounts of fresh water.

            The Army Corps of Engineers has decided on the following criteria that must be

           met by potential reservoir sites:

             1. The water must be of good quality.

             2. There must be sufficient water to meet city needs under any climatic

                 conditions, such as drought.

             3. Before reservoir construction begins, all land holders and/or industries which

                 have legal claims on the water supply in question must be compensated.

             4. The site must provide water which can be collected and delivered to the City

                 at a minimal cost.

            Tuolumne River water had been proposed for possible use by the City of San

           Francisco since 1882. The United States Geological Survey(USGS) recommended

           Hetch Hetchy in their 1899-1900 annual report.  City Engineer Grunsky recommended

           Tuolumne/Hetch Hetchy after reviewing fourteen potential water sources/systems.

            Although nine other sites meet the first three criteria, no site besides the Hetch Hetchy-

            Lake Eleanor site meets the minimal cost criteria. The Hetch Hetchy-Lake Eleanor site

            would be less expensive due to the following factors:
            1. Electrical power could be generated at the reservoir and sold to generate funds.
            2. The City would have to pay far less for water rights along the Tuolumne R.

                than along the other potential routes.

             The Army Corps of Engineers has selected the Hetch Hetchy-Lake Eleanor site as the

             least expensive and most economical water supply for the City of San Francisco.

                  The Corps has determined that the H.H.-L.E. site would be $20,000,000 

               less expensive. The Corps has thoroughly studied all water sources in California

               for almost three years.
           4.  The Spring Valley Water Company

                Spring Valley Water Company is a private corporation that had competed

             with the San Francisco City Water Works(SFCWW) to provide the city with water. 

             In 1865, SVWC purchased the San Francisco City Water Works, becoming the single 

             provider of water for the City. Eight years after SVWC purchased SFCWW, the City

             made the first of numerous bids to buy SVWC, with the price continually higher than

             what the voters thought was justified for City purchase. The City pursued a number of

             potential reservoir sites, but either did not act on them quickly enough and were beaten   

             to the water sites(and the rights that go with them) by SVWC or the potential water   

             source later proved less attractive than originally thought and the site(s) was taken off 

             the list of potential sources. In 1880, the Board of Supervisors began setting the water 

             rate(cost of water), therefore the price paid for water supplied by SVWC is established

             by this Board, not by SVWC trustees, stockholders, or others supporters. SVWC

             stockholders think the water rates, infact, may be too low to really encourage 

             development of new water sources. Despite this, SVWC has continued to develop

             new sites which have brought water to the City, including one of the world's highest

             earth dams at Pilarcitos. SVWC would like assurances that it will not be put out of

             business by the City, if SVWC continues to provide a needed resource in quantities

             demanded and at a reasonable price.

          5.  Conservationists 

                 The conservationists think that "the highest possible use which could be made of

              Hetch Hetchy would be to supply pure water to a great center of population"(the City

              of San Francisco). Gifford Pinchot, Governor of Pennsylvania, was a leading

              proponent of the conservationist view. Pinchot was a respected environmentalist who 

              served as the first chief of the United States Forest Service(he was appointed by 

              President Teddy Roosevelt). Gifford Pinchot and the conservationists recognize the 

              value of the Hetch Hetchy wilderness, but think that the we must place the resource

              and material needs of the people of San Francisco before the value of wilderness and

              nature. In fact, some people, including geologist Andrew Lawson(who named the San

              Andreas fault), believe that "the lake which will be created...will be but a restoration

              on a large scale of a lake which once existed there(following glacial deposition). The 

              new lake will seem very natural in its mountain setting." The conservationists base 

              their arguments on the "wise-use" policy of conservation. This policy promotes the 

              following: "every part of the land and its resources must be put to that use which will

              serve the most people."   

              And more needy people will benefit from this water than those few who     

              want “solitary loneliness" and "the mere scenic value of the mountains."           
              The conservationists would support the building of roads and trails at a site such as

              Hetch Hetchy and that the City of San Francisco finance the development of these 

              navigation routes and be donated to the United States. Development of electric power

              at the dam site could be used by homes and businesses. 

6.  The Preservationists

                  The preservationists view Hetch Hetchy as a wilderness area that should be

             "saved from all sorts of commercialism and marks of man's work". John Muir,

             who served as the initial president of the Sierra Club, was a leading spokesperson

             for the preservationists. The preservationists view Yosemite National Park as a 

             public playground which should not be turned over to any special interest other

             those who wish to visit and enjoy the beauty of Yosemite National Park. Granting

             San Francisco the right to submerge Hetch Hetchy Valley under many feet of water

             would deny the public's right to enjoy Hetch Hetchy Valley as visitors enjoy 

             Yosemite Valley to the southeast of Hetch Hetchy. The preservationists acknowledge

             the need for an adequate municipal water supply, but view our national parks, 

             (especially wilderness areas within our national parks) as the places which should be 

             off the lists of diversion and damming locations. There are other sites from which

             water can be diverted for the benefit of municipalities and other purposes and many of

              these sites are not within national parks and wilderness areas. The City itself reviewed

              more than a dozen other sites. For the preservationists, it is important to uphold 

              aesthetic and spiritual values by not sacrificing Yosemite, just because this is the least

              expensive option for the City of San Francisco. The preservationists have done much

              letter writing and held many public meetings on the Hetch Hetchy issue. They have 

              supporters across the nation and have defeated the plan to dam Hetch Hetchy on one

              previous occasion.
