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Thank you for the opportunity to address this important and challenging set of issues. I’m speaking on behalf of Friends of the Eel River, but these concerns are widely shared among conservation and restoration groups, elected officials, and citizens on the North Coast. Many people deserve credit I won’t have time to give for their work to surface these problems and create practical solutions.  

The regional boom in pot production since the 1996 passage of Prop 215 risks grave harms to watersheds and fisheries. These impacts compound lasting damage from liquidation logging that nearly extinguished fisheries in the Eel and other North Coast rivers.

We at Friends of the Eel River are part of a movement of people in many groups, agencies and places working to secure the full recovery of our fisheries. In the draft recovery plan just released, the National Marine Fisheries Service has identified the South Fork Eel’s coho salmon population as critical to the viability of silver salmon across the region from Oregon’s Rogue River to our own Mattole. Chinook returns in the Eel River have been higher in the last two years than in decades; that half of last fall’s fish were two-year old ‘jacks’ suggests 2012’s run will be larger still.  Unfortunately, coho and Chinook are both among the fish potentially at risk from the impacts of marijuana production.

Drawing some distinctions between types of grows help to illuminate potential impacts.  Three factors shape the potential impacts of a grow operation: Scale – how large a grow is – and Strategy – whether a plant is grown in the sun or under artificial lights – are the two most important factors, while different Sites are more or less vulnerable to impact. All grows have some potential for serious watershed impacts. That’s why we need transparency and enforceable best practices in this industry, just as in every other kind of agriculture. Some practices are just categorically unconscionable and have no place in a sustainable industry. 

Water is the central nexus of the conflict between marijuana production and fish restoration. In the Eel River watershed, naturally prone to low flows and high temperatures in our long dry season, cumulative water withdrawals can dewater streams. Even reduced flow levels increase water temperatures and pollution concentrations. Our new forest stands draw significantly more water than did the old forests. So the impacts of human diversions in the pot boom add to this legacy of the logging boom. In the summer of 2011, despite a wet spring, river levels in the South Fork Eel had fallen below the 100-year average by mid-August. What happens in a drought year?

Water pollution raises another set of concerns. Sediment loading from the logging era is another key issue for North Coast watersheds. The pot boom has created additional sediment problems through overuse of badly designed and poorly maintained logging roads, construction of new roads and site clearing. In Bear Creek, a large clearing and badly-built road threaten to blow out and fill in one of the key remaining salmon refugia in the Mattole watershed. 

The Bureau of Land Management alone spends about $100,000 a year cleaning up grows, including large amounts of high-strength chemical fertilizers. These highly soluble fertilizers can produce dangerous nutrient loading, unhealthy algal blooms and deoxygenation of creeks and rivers. 

Pesticides highly toxic to fish, often used in indoor grows, are increasingly being used in intensive large-scale greenhouse grows as well. Used soil from all sorts of grows is often dumped where winter rains will rapidly wash fertilizers and pesticides into surface waters. 

My sources estimate that it takes about 75 gallons of diesel to produce a pound of pot in a generator-fueled artificial grow. Even single gallon of diesel can poison a lot of creek. Backwoods generator grows also create high fire risks. This is just a brief overview of potential impacts; Kyle Keegan’s article published in the Trees Foundation newsletter is an excellent source for more detailed exploration of these issues.


These impacts threaten public trust resources. The Eel River and other North Coast waterbodies have seen a spate of outbreaks of highly toxic cyanobacteria (“blue-green algae”), which have killed some dogs and forced parents to keep their children away from the river. I’ve mentioned our rebounding Chinook and struggling coho salmon, but steelhead, lamprey, and sturgeon should be considered as well.


We do face very serious policy challenges in resolving these issues. As Humboldt County Supervisor Mark Lovelace told me yesterday, “at this point it does not make sense for a grower to spend an extra dollar or an additional minute to reduce their impacts, because it gains them nothing in the eyes of law enforcement.” It is important to recognize, first, that the failed policy of prohibition birthed some of the worst practices, and second, that the current uncertainty is amplifying impacts by encouraging speculative practices and discouraging responsible action. 

There are practical, effective solutions to many of these problems.  Conscientious growers and creative nonprofits have demonstrated sustainable practices that should be supported and encouraged. It is especially important to do everything we can to encourage people to store winter water in order to reduce summer diversions. High-impact practices should continue to be targeted for high-impact prosecution. 

