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INTRODUCTION
Project Introduction
As humans settled throughout the Great
Basin and entered the Eastern Sierra over the
past 20,000 years, water has remained a critical
factor in the well-being of their communities.
Recognizing the vital role that hydrology
plays in the area, this project set its boundary
as the combined Mono and Owens River
Basins that together make up the watershed
supplying the Los Angeles Aqueduct. These
two basins, henceforth referred to collectively
as the “Eastern Sierra” are the western-most
valleys of the Basin and Range geographical
province, located in a diverse and ecologically
complex setting. Nestled between the Sierra
Nevada Mountains to the west and the White
and Inyo Mountains to the east, the scenery
is diversely spectacular (Figure 4). Apart from
their beauty, the region’s natural systems are
the result of highly specialized interactions
between topography, climate, hydrology,
and ecology. Water is an especially prized
commodity throughout the region because
the valleys to the east rest in the rain shadow

created by the Sierra Nevada Mountains. While
the western slope of the Sierra averages 45
inches of precipitation per year, and the Owens
Valley floor receives five inches, abundant
flows from snowmelt supply the creeks, rivers,
and aquifers of the valley (NRCS 1998).
Recognizing the possibilities presented
by stream runoff and a high water table within
the area, early Native Americans were the first
to manipulate the hydrology of the area. Using
water for their livelihood, they diverted streams
to irrigate cultivated fields and to capture fish
(Nelson, Hall, and Ernst 1991). During the late
1800s, settlers of European descent further
altered the natural stream and river channels
with more extensive diversions that supplied
agricultural fields, supported grazing herds,
and allowed for profitable mining activities
(Knopf and Kirk 1918). By the turn of the 20th
Century, elaborate systems of irrigation ditches
had been established throughout the Eastern
Sierra (Hart 1996, Nelson et al. 1991). Modern
alterations to the area have been even more
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INTRODUCTION
extensive since the LADWP began exporting
water to Los Angeles via the Los Angeles
Aqueduct (Elmore, Mustard, and Manning 2003).
Since its completion and activation in
1913, the Aqueduct has added complexity to
management of the hydrology of the region.
Originally filled by water diverted from the
Owens River and streams running out of the
Sierra Nevada, significant expansions in 1941
added water from the Mono Basin and limited
groundwater resources to the Aqueduct
channel. The second Los Angeles Aqueduct was
constructed in 1970, doubling the capacity below
Haiwee Reservoir south to the San Fernando
Valley. This ‘second barrel’ out of the Owens
Valley was filled by the extensive extraction of
groundwater (see Figure 5) (HAER 2010). Local
residents have expressed their displeasure
with the changes the Aqueduct brought to the
Eastern Sierra from the time of its inception, at
times using measures as extreme as dynamite
blasting to disrupt the flow of the aqueduct
(Gagnon 2001). In the 1970s, litigation began to
be used effectively by local governmental and
environmental groups to force the LADWP to
make certain changes to their operations and to
mitigate some of the environmental degradation
that had resulted from the alterations to the
waterways of the Eastern Sierra (Hart 1996).
The complexities of the interaction
between the Aqueduct, Los Angeles and Eastern
Sierra residents, environmentalists, and
natural systems have created many narratives
throughout the Aqueduct’s history that continue
to play out today. Examining the Aqueduct
infrastructure and its interrelationship
with the systems in the Eastern Sierra, this
report addresses the most critical issues
presently facing the watersheds that feed the
Aqueduct and the communities that inhabit
them. Through analysis of these factors,
and consultation with decision makers and
stakeholders in the area, this vision planning
document presents design methods and land
use guidelines that seek a balance between the
social, political, and ecological needs of the area.
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Goal

Objectives

The overall goal of the project is to create a
vision plan for the Owens Valley and Mono Basin
watersheds that balances human and ecological
needs through environmental stewardship and
the development of resilient infrastructures.

The objectives for this project were
developed from a combination of rigorous
background research and discussions
with the client. They were reexamined
and refined after extensive meetings with
key stakeholders and local residents.

• Identify land with the greatest
potential for hydrologic regeneration.
• Protect areas of crucial habitat and
locate opportunities to increase
or enhance habitat connections.
• Propose sustainable and
ecologically sensitive recreation
enhancements that encourage
stewardship and increase tourism.
• Create guidelines for economic
development that utilize local
resources and promote the
area’s cultural heritage.
• Develop guidelines for agriculture
that support ecosystem health
while providing increased food
security for local residents.
• Identify areas of potential land use
conflicts and propose management
guidelines for their resolution.
• Create suggestions to prepare
residents and local infrastructure
to better absorb fluctuations
in resource availability.
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Figure 6. Project Timeline and Process Diagram

Project Timeline and Process
Due to the study area’s size of 4,188 square
miles (10,847 sq km), the complex interactions of
its interlocking ecological, social, and political
systems, and the open-ended nature of the
original project, a range of design processes
and methods were employed to create the
necessary structure and a cohesive working
environment for the study. As the project
developed, different methods became more
applicable and it was suitable for the project
to incorporate elements from Carl Steinitz’s
A Framework for Geodesign (2012), John
Lyle’s Design for Human Ecosystems (1985),
and Margaret Carr and Paul Zwick’s Smart
Land-use Analysis: The LUCIS Model Landuse Conflict Identification Strategy (2007).
Each method has informed the overall project
organization, the types and methods of data
collection, the analysis of that data, the selection
of target audiences, and the definition of land
use guidelines. The project was undertaken
between November 2012 and June 2013, and
followed the timeline shown in Figure 6.

The project was finalized in June 2013, with
a final presentation of the vision plan materials
and creation of this document. Documentation
of the final study is offered for stakeholders and
decision makers who have requested copies in
digital or printed format. Results of the study
are also available online, for decision makers,
planners, and community groups who have
expressed interest in implementing changes
and recommendations made by the 606 team.
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