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September 1, 2020 
 
 
E. Joaquin Esquivel, Chair 
Members of the State Water 
Resources Control Board 
1001 I Street 
Sacramento, CA 95812-2815 
 

Valerie L. Quinto, Chair 
Members of the North Coast 
Regional Water Quality 
Control Board 
5550 Skylane Boulevard, 
Suite A  
Santa Rosa, California 
95403-1072 

Chuck Bonham, Director 
Department of Fish and 
Wildlife 
P.O. Box 944209, 
Sacramento, CA 94244-2090 

 
Re:  Shasta River Watershed Environmental Complaint and Request for Cannabis Priority 
Watershed Status 
 
Dear Chairs Esquivel and Quinto, Members of the Water Board and Regional Board, and 
Director Bonham: 
 
We write to you today to urgently request that the State Water Resources Control Board (“Water 
Board”), in coordination with the California Department of Fish and Wildlife (“CDFW”), 
recognize the Shasta River watershed as a watershed of special environmental concern and at 
increased risk of environmental impacts due to the proliferation of illegal cannabis cultivation.1 
We further request the Shasta River Watershed be added to the Cannabis Priority Watershed list 
and that it receive immediate inspection and enforcement attention. Finally, we write to the 
Water Board and Regional Board to make a formal environmental complaint against those who 
are negatively impacting the water resources of this important watershed and to seek your 
assistance in protecting it. 
 
The Shasta River is located in Siskiyou County and is a tributary of the Klamath River.  The 
Shasta River is identified by CDFW as a high priority watershed for coho salmon recovery.  It is 
also listed as impaired under Section 303(d) of the Clean Water Act for both water temperature 
and dissolved oxygen. In the late summer and fall, the Shasta River is at risk of the high water 
                                    
1 The Siskiyou County Code prohibits outdoor cannabis cultivation, and also prohibits all commercial cannabis 
activities (See Title 10, Chapters 14 and 15 of the Siskiyou County Code). Personal cultivation is limited to the 
indoor cultivation of a maximum of 12 cannabis plants (Siskiyou County Code, Title 10, Chapter 14).  The illegal 
large-scale cannabis cultivation that is occurring in the watershed is both outdoors and in greenhouse structures.  
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temperatures and low water levels that can threaten coho salmon.  
 
The watershed of the Shasta River consists of a semi-arid farming valley and includes the 
communities of Weed, Edgewood, Gazelle, Big Springs, Grenada, Montague, and Yreka.  
Currently, the watershed is significantly impacted by an intense proliferation of illegal cannabis 
cultivation. This proliferation of illegal cannabis cultivation has exacerbated environmental 
concerns for the watershed by reducing its water resources during the growing season (spring 
through early fall) and by creating new sources of pollution such as improperly handled human 
waste and solid waste, and the rodenticides, pesticides and fertilizers associated with cannabis 
cultivation.  
 
In January 2020, the Board of Supervisors declared a local state of emergency estimating that 
millions of gallons of water were being expended daily in Siskiyou County by illicit cannabis 
producers, depleting the County’s groundwater and surface water resources and jeopardizing the 
lawful agricultural, recreational, private and environmental use of water for thousands of the 
County’s residents.  The Board’s declaration, attached hereto, describes the environmental 
impacts at these illegal cannabis cultivation sites, including the proliferation of encampments.  
(Attachment A, Siskiyou County Board of Supervisors Resolution.)  Encampments in the Shasta 
River watershed house hundreds of people in unpermitted and illegally constructed dwellings 
without permitted sewage disposal systems or potable water.  The lack of sanitary systems 
results in human waste being discharged directly into the ground.  As an illustration, on a single 
day in June 2020, one of the County’s two Code Enforcement Officers accompanied law 
enforcement officers to three illegal cultivation sites in the watershed and all three sites had 
campers discharging sewage directly to the ground or underground (citation numbers 20-0086-
001; 20-0088-001; 20-0089-001).2   
 
These environmental impacts are occurring on a vast scale in the Shasta River watershed.  The 
County estimates that there are currently in excess of 2,000 illegal cannabis cultivation sites 
operating within and around the boundaries of the Shasta Valley groundwater basin.3 At a 
cumulative level, the environmental impacts from these sites over consecutive years is likely to 
be profound. 
 
The Siskiyou County Board of Supervisors is committed to working with the state through its 
boards and agencies to preserve and enhance the waters and fishery resources of the Shasta River 
watershed.  To this end, the Board of Supervisors requests that the Water Board designate the 
Shasta River watershed a Cannabis Priority Watershed, recognizing both the importance of the 
watershed for salmonids and the increased risk of environmental harm the watershed faces from 
the proliferation of illegal cannabis cultivation.  
 
In addition, on behalf of the residents of the Shasta River watershed, the County is making a 
formal complaint to the Water Board and Regional Board against the property owners and 
operators of the illegal cannabis cultivation sites in the watershed.  The cultivation sites and their 
attendant environmental impacts are largely located in the Mount Shasta Vista Subdivision and 
its surrounding areas. (See Attachment B, Aerial Photos 4 and Map).  The County requests the 
Water Board exercise its cease and desist authority (Water Code § 1831) in response to these 

                                    
2 In addition, grey water from sinks and showers in sheds has been found being discharged into the ground (citation 
number 20-0125).  Solid waste is generally found at these sites being left to accumulate unmitigated or to be 
transported by the elements. 
3 Shasta Valley. Basin Number; 1-004.  
4 As the aerial photos show, most of the cultivation sites in the Mount Shasta Vista Subdivision are without legally 
established residences and used exclusively for illegal cannabis cultivation. 
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illegal operations and/or any other enforcement authority at the disposal of either the Water 
Board or Regional Board.  
 
The County is also making a complaint against the agricultural well owners believed to be 
extracting large volumes of water for distribution to these cannabis sites.  In recent weeks, the 
County has received an unprecedented number of complaints from residents in the watershed 
reporting that their wells are running dry, that there is increased arsenic in well water, and that 
surface water bodies in the watershed, such as Big Springs Lake, are markedly lower.  The Water 
Board has continuing authority under Water Code sections 100 and 275 to enforce the 
requirements of the California Constitution, Article X, section 2, and to ensure the water 
resources of the state be put to beneficial use to the fullest extent, and not be wasted.  Certain 
well owners in the Shasta River watershed are believed to be committing waste of water by 
extracting large quantities of groundwater for use on illegal cannabis grows.  The agricultural 
wells that are the subject of this complaint are located in an area that is generally described as 
being within the sections of Township 43 North, Range 4 West, Mount Diablo Meridian.  
Siskiyou County Community Development Director, Rick Dean, is available to provide a more 
detailed description of the specific properties that are the subject of this complaint and to provide 
the identities of those believed to be responsible parties.  He may be reached at 530-841-2100. 
 
In closing, your partnership in assisting us to safeguard the groundwater and surface water 
resources of the Shasta River watershed is urgently requested. 
 
This letter was approved by the Siskiyou County Board of Supervisors on September 1, 2020, by 
the following vote: 
 
AYES: 
NOS: 
ABSENT: 
ABSTAIN: 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
Michael N. Kobseff, Chair 
Board of Supervisors 
 
Enclosures 
 
Cc:   Tina Bartlett, Regional Manager, Northern Region, California Department of Fish and 
Wildlife, 601 Locust St., Redding, CA 96001. 
        Stormer Feiler, Cannabis Enforcement, North Coast Regional Water Quality Control Board 
(Stormer.Feiler@waterboards.ca.gov) 
        Christopher Borsh, Office of Enforcement, State Water Resources Control Board 
(OECannabis@waterboards.ca.gov)  
        John Halligan, Chief, CalCannabis, Enforcement and Enforcement Branch, 1220 N Street, 
Sacramento, CA 95814 
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ATTACHMENT “A” 
 

RESOLUTION 20-18 
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ATTACHMENT “B” 
 

MAP AND RECENT AERIAL PHOTOGRAPHS OF 
THE MOUNT SHASTA VISTA SUBDIVISION 
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