
KWUA ADVANCES CRITICAL
WATER PRIORITIES IN D.C. 

A MESSAGE FROM YOUR
EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR

Local leaders and key federal and state
partners met to reflect on a challenging year
and commit to stronger advocacy, better
policy, and a more resilient water future.

2025 ANNUAL
MEETING RECAP

With unity and clarity, we delivered this message
loud and clear— The Project needs reliable water
now, and into the future. 

INITIAL IMPRESSIONS
OF EREK H. FUCHS, PH.D. 

I realize that all things are relative, but it does
not appear to me that the Klamath Basin has a
water problem. Rather, it appears to me that
the Klamath Basin has a water management
problem.          Page  2

MIXED REACTION TO WATER
ANNOUNCEMENT

Read More - Page 13

Read More - Page 14

What a busy month it has been! My first week as Executive
Director started with a powerful trip t0 Washington D.C.
While I have visited D.C. a few times in other capacities, this
was by far the most productive and memorable trip.  This
time, I was there to advocate directly for you—our irrigators,
our families, our future. 

Not long after we returned from Washington, attention
quickly turned to the Bureau of Reclamation’s anticipated
irrigation supply announcement. While we expect an
adequate supply for Project irrigators this year, we know the
current approach for determining irrigation water availability
is not acceptable. That’s why KWUA is continuing to push
hard for a new operational plan—one that puts irrigators at
the center of the conversation and ensures stability for
generations to come.
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I have been busy immersing myself in
the inner workings of KWUA and
staying on the move-meeting with
member districts, partns
organizations, policymakers, and
agencies. And let me tell you: this
organization is alive with energy,
purpose, and determination.

We have a lot of work ahead, but I
could think of no one else I’d like to
take this challenge on with.
I want to thank you all again for
putting your trust in me as your
Executive Director. I will not let you
down.

I love this watershed. I call this
watershed home. And, if they choose,
I want it to be the place where my
boys carry on our family ranch and
raise their own families. I know you
all share similar dreams for your
family. That common dream will be
reflected in all the work that I do for
you. 
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KLAMATH PROJECT DROUGHT
RESPONSE AGENCY



While this particular
water year and related 
snowpack-coinciding
with my arrival in
 early January-are 
bountiful by any 
standard, my review 
of historical records 
dating back to the 
early 1980’s to date 
suggests that drought,
 at least as I 
understand it in 
terms of total available 
water, is not as common 
here as it might seem. I realize that all things are relative,
but it does not appear to me that the Klamath Basin has a
water problem. Rather, it appears to me that the Klamath
Basin has a water management problem.

As far as water management is concerned, my impressions
are that the Klamath Project managers with whom I have
recently met and toured some of their respective facilities,
are a committed, professional and insightful team. They
work very well together and communicate amongst
themselves regularly to not just serve their respective
patrons but also the basin as a whole, including the refuges.
This observation has led me to conclude that the water
management problem here lies somewhere other than with
the irrigation and drainage districts.

My impressions of the people of the Klamath Basin, being
dominated by generational farming and ranching families, is
that these are among the most caring, passionate and
resilient as I’ve ever encountered. The distinction that
stands out to me is that there is a near universal
commitment to the community as a whole. I am excited and
look forward to continuing to work to become a trusted part
of this community.
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Initial Impressions of Erek H. Fuchs,
Ph.D. – Director of Water Resources

I had read a fair bit and did considerable
research concerning water affairs in the
Klamath long before I moved here from
southern New Mexico, and I knew, as is
generally common knowledge west wide,
that this region was/is wrought with
water related conflicts. I figured that
coming from the arid southwest where
water scarcity is a daily source of conflict
would have me reasonably well prepared.
What I have encountered over the last
several months following my arrival has
been enlightening, and sobering, in a way
that can only be appreciated by living
here. 

Where I come from, shortage sharing of
available surface water is a necessity,
particularly where downstream,
interstate obligations are concerned.
Here, I see that for the last several
decades shortage sharing has not been
sharing at all, but rather just taking from
one to give to another, and for no
apparent reason in the context of my
understanding of hydrology. 
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KWUA ADVANCES CRITICAL WATER PRIORITIES IN WASHINGTON

In early April, KWUA board members and staff traveled to Washington, D.C. with one purpose: to speak
directly with federal leaders about the urgent and long-term needs of Klamath Project irrigators. With
unity and clarity, we delivered this message loud and clear— The Project needs reliable water now, and
into the future. 

Throughout the trip, we met with key members of Congress, senior Administration officials, and staff
from the White House and federal agencies. Our agenda was packed, but every meeting was an opportunity
to push forward real, tangible solutions for the Klamath Project and Klamath Basin. At the conclusion of
this write-up is a recap of our schedule of meetings.  

Here are the top priorities we raised:

1. Full Implementation of the ESA Reassessment Directive

We strongly urged federal leaders to fully carry out Secretary Burgum’s February 10 directive to reclaim
and update the Trump 45 ESA Reassessment. This 
reassessment is vital to correcting years of overbroad application of the Endangered Species Act (ESA) to
the Klamath Project. The Secretary has directed the Office of the Solicitor to complete a legal analysis that
addresses core ESA issues—and we emphasized that this work must be done expeditiously.

In pending litigation regarding ESA issues, the Ninth Circuit Court of Appeals has appropriately issued a
90-day pause to allow this reassessment to proceed. This timeline reinforces the need for federal agencies
to stay focused and deliver a legally defensible product.

Cont. pg. 4
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We emphasized that, once the Solicitor’s Office completes its legal analysis, and whatever that
analysis concludes, the Bureau of Reclamation must immediately reinitiate ESA Section 7
consultation for the Project. This consultation must be built on the updated legal foundation, cure
other errors in past approaches, and be designed to withstand scrutiny well into the next
Administration. It’s not enough to act—the action must be durable, defensible, and rooted in sound 
science and law. 

 3. Restore Agriculture-Wildlife Partnerships and Rehydrate the Landscape

We highlighted the growing momentum behind the “flow-through” concept—an innovative strategy that
provides mutual benefits for irrigators, wildlife, and water quality by allowing water to move through the
Project before reaching critical habitat areas. Partners like Ducks Unlimited are actively engaged, and their
work demonstrates that collaboration is not only possible—it’s already underway. Strong federal support
for these efforts sends a powerful signal: we can protect our environment and support our rural
communities at the same time.

2. Reinitiate a Robust and Defensible ESA Section 7 Consultation

4. Proposed Legislation

We also encouraged our elected leaders and House and
Senate Committee staff to support legislation that would
grant the Klamath Project irrigators and local counties
procedural rights in ESA consultations. These consultations,
which shape decisions impacting irrigation water use,
currently exclude irrigators despite their deep reliance on
federal water projects. KWUA recommends a model based on
Section 4004 of the WIIN Act, which successfully secured
similar rights for Central Valley and State Water Project
contractors. The proposed approach seeks to ensure
transparency and participation, while protecting local
interests and water rights.

Cont. pg. 5

Left to  right: Tricia walker, Ben DuVal, Mike McKoen,
Tracey Liskey, Scott Seus, Simmons, Elizabeth Nielsen,
Marc Staunton, Derrick DeGroot, and Mike McKoen
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Making Progress on Capitol Hill

Our meetings spanned the legislative and executive 
branches—from Senate and House offices to senior 
officials at the Departments of Interior and Agriculture.
One of the highlights was receiving formal, autographed 
copies of Public Law 118-246 from Representative Cliff Bentz who, with Senators
Wyden and Merkley, brought this legislation home. This bipartisan legislation
provides important protections and relief for Klamath Project irrigators: 

Eliminates any payment responsibility tied to Link River and Keno Dams.
Authorizes non-reimbursable regulatory protections following dam removal.
Allows up to 69% federal cost-share for operating Pumping Plant D, which is vital for flood
control, wildlife refuges, and flow-through operations that hydrate the basin.

www.kwua.org



We are grateful to our federal
champions—Congressmen Doug
LaMalfa and Cliff Bentz, Senators
Jeff Merkley and Ron Wyden, and
NRCS Chief Aubrey Bettencourt—
for taking time to meet with us and
for their continued commitment to
solutions in the Basin.

We also want to acknowledge
Actinc Asst. Secretary  Scott
Cameron, Acting Commisioner
David Palumbo, and the D.C.
Reclamation team, whose candid
and constructive dialogue
reassured us of their commitment
to delivering a strong ESA
reassessment and consultation. 
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Left to  right: Paul Simmons, Congressman Cliff Bentz,  Mark Limbaugh.

Left to  right: Commissioner Derrick DeGroot, Ben Duval, Tracey Liskey, Scott Seus, Paul
Simmons, Congressman Doug LaMalfa, Elizabeth Nielsen, Marc Staunton, Mike McKoen, Tricia
Walker.

Left to right: Marc Staunton, Mike McKoen, Tracey Liskey, Scott Seus, Senator Ron Wyden,
Paul Simmons, Tricia Walker, Ben DuVal, Commissioner Derrick DeGroot.

A Trip to Remember—And a
Future to Build

A memorable moment came near the
middle of our trip, when we were
invited to Speaker Mike Johnson’s
Capitol balcony by his Senior Policy
Advisor, Bill Ball. Afterward, we were
brought into the Capitol Rotunda,
where our group stood alone in one of
the most iconic and historic spaces in
the nation. It was a humbling and
inspiring experience.
Coming home to the Klamath
Watershed—after seeing Washington
D.C. up close—gave me a renewed
sense of purpose and hope for the
future. 

Now, the work continues. We’re
focused on turning these D.C.
conversations into real-world
outcomes that will carry the Klamath
Project into a stable and successful
future.

www.kwua.org
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Who We Met With in Washington, D.C.
Here’s a full look at our schedule of engagements:
Monday, April 7

White House Off ice of Intergovernmental Affairs Christine Glassner, Deputy Director
Tuesday, April 8

Senate Energy and Natural Resources Committee James Priest (Majority Counsel) and
Melanie Thornton (Minority PSM)
House Natural Resources Committee / Subcommittee on Water, Wildlife and Fisheries

      Annick Miller and Doug Levine (Majority)1

Representative Doug LaMalfa (CA-1st) and Kyle Lombardi, Deputy Chief of Staff
Senator Jeff Merkley (OR) and Austin Calvo and Meredith Booker
Speaker Mike Johnson’s Off ice Bill Ball, Senior Policy Advisor
Senator Adam Schiff’s Off ice (CA)  Caitlin Balagula, Senior Advisor

Wednesday, April 9
U.S. Department of the Interior / U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service Paul Souza, Regional
Director (Exercising Delegated Authority of the Director). Paul Rauch, Acting Deputy Director,
Jill Russi, Acting Regional Director, Adam Johnson, Assistant Regional Director – Science
Applications, Curtis McCasland, Assistant Regional Director – National Wildlife Refuge System 
Senator Alex Padilla’s Off ice (CA)  Sarah Swig and Angela Ebiner
Senator Ron Wyden (OR)  Jacob Egler, Sydney Beasley, Jordan Harrington, and Jacob Buckner

Thursday, April 10
Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) Aubrey Bettencourt, Chief
U.S. Department of the Interior / Bureau of Reclamation  Acting Assistant Secretary Scott
Cameron and Acting Commissioner David Palumbo, and others
Representative Cliff Bentz (OR-2nd)  and Nick Strader, Chief of Staff, Mason Justice,
Legislative Assistant

A last-minute schedule conflict prevented our group from meeting with Matt Strickler, currently of the Minority staff
of the House Natural Resources Committee and Deputy Assistant Secretary during the last Administration. However,
former Executive Director Paul Simmons spent time with Mr. Strickler after the rest of our group had left Washington.

1

Left to  right: Bill Ball, Paul Simmons, Marc Staunton, Scott Seus, Tracey Liskey, Elizabeth Nielsen, Mike McKoen, Commissioner Derrick DeGroot.



A NIGHT OF LEADERSHIP,
REFLECTION, AND FORWARD
MOMENTUM

"Why, with all this water, would there
even be a number for an allocation?"

On April 1, 2025, KWUA hosted its Annual Meeting,
bringing together irrigators, local leaders, and key
federal and state partners to reflect on a
challenging year and commit to stronger advocacy,
better policy, and a more resilient water future. 

Held at the Klamath County Fairgrounds, the
evening featured thoughtful addresses from KWUA
President Scott Seus and Acting Commissioner of
Reclamation David Palumbo, along with the
introduction of KWUA’s new executive team and
recognition of outgoing leadership.

Recently-elected President Scott Seus opened
the meeting by pointing to a striking reality:
despite an abundant water year, with 172% of
normal snowpack and reservoirs nearly full,
irrigators still faced uncertainty. “With a
snowpack like what is above us, there is no
reason to think we would ever run out,” he said.
“Our ditch riders aren't filling ditches. They're
trying to keep water out of our fields.”

Mr. Seus questioned the continued reliance on
rigid allocations dictated by distant
policymakers who don’t live in or understand
the Basin. “It comes down to the opinions 

20
25

2025 A
nnual M

eeting

www.kwua.org

and agendas of people that don’t live with us here… and don’t understand the importance of
that water.” He called out the longstanding dysfunction in federal water policy, invoking a
sobering description from a Washington, D.C. contact: “Klamath is considered the Vietnam
of water. Once you get in, you never get out.”

Yet, despite decades of missteps and uneven treatment across administrations, Mr. Seus
struck an optimistic tone. “Today we all feel some optimism,” he said, noting the presence
of top Reclamation officials, including Acting Commissioner Palumbo, as a sign that
Washington is finally paying attention. “It is a testament to the countless hours that
Klamath Water Users and staff spend during the year advocating and educating for our
communities.”
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Acting Commissioner David Palumbo: Commitment
to Food Security Through Reliable Water

David Palumbo, Acting Commissioner of Reclamation,
delivered a comprehensive and encouraging address, affirming
Reclamation’s commitment to agriculture, infrastructure
improvement, and a more responsive approach to water
management in the Basin. 

“It's just a wonderful experience to be with you all on the
ground where things get done,” he said. He emphasized the
role of irrigators as stewards of national food and fiber
production, calling their work “instrumental not only for food
security, but for national security.”

www.kwua.org

Palumbo outlined ongoing and upcoming federal efforts,
including the implementation Public Law 118-246, and targeted
ESA reforms. 

He praised the partnership with KWUA and highlighted key
areas of federal support going forward: the Klamath Basin
Water Agreement Support Act of 2024, proactive drought
planning, modernized ESA review, and collaborative efforts
through a newly signed Memorandum of Understanding.  

Acting Commissioner Palumbo acknowledged the significance
of the current wet year, stating that “Although 2025 is shaping
up to be a wet year, one good water year does not erase the
challenges caused by 

successive years of limited supplies.” Notably, he emphasized Reclamation’s commitment to
publishing water allocations that provide certainty and durability, stating, “Just having the needs
met for this year is not enough. We intend to try to provide that certainty… so you can look forward
to many years of meeting Project demand.”
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The Acting Commissioner highlighted the importance of continued partnership with KWUA,
praising the organization's leadership in navigating 2024’s operational complexities and
expressing strong support for Executive Director Elizabeth Nielsen: “We’re excited to work
with you. Your background and strong board support contribute to making future gains in
securing reliable water and affordable power.”

Acting Commissioner Palumbo closed by stressing the
urgency of change: “I always regret being in the same spot
over and over again. I think we have a real opportunity to
make change happen and be lasting in the Basin… so we don’t
have to have what I call that “Homer Simpson moment” of
hitting your thumb with the hammer over and over again.”
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Following Acting Commissioner Palumbo’s remarks, now-former Executive Director Paul Simmons
reflected on significant events in 2024, including recognizing that, whatever one thinks of the
projects, the demolition of the four Lower Klamath River dams and the Barnes Agency Reconnection
Project are major events. He noted that the Barnes project increased Upper Klamath Lake's surface
area by over 14,000 acres, which is larger than the entire surface area of Crater Lake. Mr. Simmons
expressed hope that this project can be a success for endangered sucker species.

Paul also noted that two KWUA representatives had testified in Congressional committees in 2024:
for both issues, positive results were realized. 

Mr. Simmons  reflected on a defining moment from mid-summer 2024. KWUA, on behalf of its
members, submitted a letter to Reclamation urging the release of additional water for farms and
wildlife refuges—pointing to ample storage in Upper Klamath Lake at the time. 

Reclamation’s written response stated that “we are weighing difficult decisions in allocating water
among competing priorities.” 

After acknowledging the accuracy of that statement and after a moment of reflection, Mr. Simmons
remarked: “I object to that comment. I don’t think it’s the Bureau of Reclamation’s job to allocate
water.”

 The room responded with energetic applause as he continued:

 “On our project, we have water rights and water contracts that say we are entitled to water. We
want to instill a way of thinking for the Klamath Project going forward—that Reclamation is 
delivering water for beneficial use for all demands unless it is legally or physically impossible to do
so. That’s what we want to see, not decisions based on political policy.”

His remarks underscored KWUA’s position that water delivery must be rooted in law and contract,
not shifting administrative agendas. It was a powerful moment of clarity—and a call to action for
how Reclamation and its partners approach future water years.

Mr. Simmons emphasized the importance of
a February 10, 2025, memorandum from the 
Secretary of the Interior regarding the 
application of the ESA in the Klamath Project, 
viewing it as a pivotal moment for the 
Project’s future. He also addressed the 
evolving legal landscape  around the ESA, 
explaining how the updated reassessment 
required by the Secretary should point to a 
more balanced and sensible approach to water 
management.

www.kwua.org

Some of 2024's Significant Events Discussed
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OWRD Previewed 2024 Groundwater
Report for the Upper Klamath Basin

Tom Paul from the Oregon Water Resources 
Department (OWRD) shared an overview of OWRD’s 
2024 Groundwater Monitoring Report. The report
 presents updated data on aquifer levels, recharge 
trends, and regional groundwater use across the 
Upper Klamath Basin. 
Key findings included: 

Stabilized groundwater levels in several 
       monitoring wells, due in part to recent 
        precipitation and reduced pumping.

Continued concern in select subregions where groundwater declines remain evident,
especially during peak irrigation months.
Preliminary analysis shows a slight improvement in recharge rates compared to previous
years, likely influenced by favorable snowpack and runoff patterns in early 2024.

Mr. Paul emphasized the importance of continued cooperation between state and local stakeholders to
support viable groundwater management and stressed that monitoring efforts will continue to play a
vital role in future water planning and regulation across the Basin.

10www.kwua.org

Tri-Counties Group Addresses Klamath Basin Water Issues

Michael Kobseff, Siskiyou County Supervisor, spoke on behalf of the
“Tri-Counties” group, which consists of Klamath, Modoc, and
Siskiyou counties. The group has continued its coordinated efforts to
resolve long-standing water supply challenges. Their approach
includes public engagement, congressional advocacy, and legal
filings, all focused on securing full water supply for the Klamath
Project and wildlife refuges. Supervisor Kobseff cited a 2024 Oregon
State University economic study detailing the severe impacts of
water shortages, which the Tri-Counties have used to elevate
awareness among federal decision-makers. The March 2025
announcement from Reclamation of expected full deliveries was
seen as a welcome development.



The meeting also marked a leadership transition. Outgoing
Executive Director Paul Simmons was honored for his three
decades of tireless advocacy. Simmons’s sharp legal insight and
steadfast leadership were described as instrumental in shaping
water policy and protecting the interests of Klamath Project
irrigators.

Incoming Executive Director Elizabeth Nielsen and Director of
Water Resources Erek H. Fuchs, Ph.D. were formally introduced,
ushering in a new chapter focused on local engagement,
collaborative problem-solving, and proactive regional advocacy.

Elizabeth addressed the crowd by expressing her heartfelt
gratitude to the Association for placing their trust in her as
Executive Director. She pledged to devote her efforts to the
advancement of farming and ranching and took a moment to
acknowledge those who supported her journey, including Paul
Simmons and the Tri-Counties. She closed her remarks by
recognizing her husband, Tim, a rancher himself, who has
championed every step of her career. 

Dr. Fuchs made it a point to thank and acknowledge the outgoing
Executive Director of the Family Farm Alliance, Dan Keppen, for
his instrumental role in Erek’s migration to join the KWUA team.
Dr. Fuchs went on to note that coming from the arid climate of
southern New Mexico, he is quite familiar with the impacts and
devastation of protracted surface water shortage for irrigation as
a result of naturally occurring drought, but that he has observed
that the surface water shortages for irrigation occurring in the
Klamath Basin for the last couple of decades appear to be almost
entirely man-made. 

www.kwua.org

KWUA also paused to honor the memory and legacy of two longtime leaders—Tim O’Connor and
Claude Hagerty. Both men were deeply committed to agriculture and the community, and their
service to the Klamath Basin left a lasting impact. Their dedication, wisdom, and leadership
continue to inspire those carrying the work forward today.
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Welcoming New Leadership, Honoring the Past
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DRA Reflects on Its 2024 Program

Marc Staunton, Chair of the Klamath Project Drought
Response Agency (DRA), recapped the agency’s 2024
program, which distributed $8.4 million while spending
less than  percent on overhead. He recognized the strong
support of key contributors, including Nathan Ratliff, MBK
Engineers, KWUA, Amy Chipman, and federal partners.

Mr. Staunton also stated that the DRA will suspend program
operations for 2025 irrigation season while continuing to
partner with KWUA to assess any future program needs
should drought conditions return.

Looking Ahead

With new leadership, more engaged and committed federal
partners, and an anticipated good water year in the basin,
the KWUA Annual Meeting reinforced the organization’s
core message: irrigated agriculture in the Klamath Basin is
essential and our communities have value and will be
preserved.

KWUA remains committed to securing durable, science-
based, and fair water policy through strategic partnerships,
relentless advocacy, and community-rooted leadership.

2025SPONSORS

KWUA remains dedicated to providing
our community with an invaluable
firsthand perspective on the vital role
of agriculture in our regional economy
and daily lives. This mission would not
be possible without the generous
support of our sponsors. 

Their commitment allows us to
continue advocating for our water
rights, educating the public, and
promoting the agricultural legacy that
sustains our communities. We extend
our sincere gratitude to our annual
sponsors for their unwavering 
support of this essential work. 

THANK YOU TO OUR HARVESTER, BARNRAISER, AND RAINMAKER SPONSORS.
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Klamath Project Drought Response Agency: No Drought
Relief Programs in 2025

At its meeting on April 16, the Board of Directors of the Klamath Project Drought Response Agency (DRA)
confirmed that it will not operate any drought relief programs for unirrigated lands in 2025. A combination
of factors has dictated this conclusion.

Fortunately, irrigation water supplies appear to be adequate this year: uniformly, farmers and ranchers
want to produce, not participate in programs based on drought relief. The DRA board is aware that
successive years of inadequate water have crippled agricultural operations, in some cases making it
difficult or impossible to leap to full production overnight. A more reliable, predictable water management
regime is sorely needed.

For more information on the DRA, please see www.klamathwaterbank.com 

Photo of Klamath River above Keno Dam on April 25, 2025. Photo By: Chelsea Shearer

Klamath Irrigation District’s Monthly Board of Directors meeting will be held on
May 8, at 1 pm at the KID office.

Tulelake Irrigation District’s Monthly Board of Directors meeting will be held on
May 12, at 8 pm at the TID office.

KWUA’s Monthly Board of Directors meeting will be held on May 14, at 2 pm at the
KWUA office.

Klamath Drainage District’s Monthly Board of Directors meeting will be held on
May 15, at 12 pm at the KDD office.
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