By Eric Page, The New York Times, July 25 2000

Marc Reisner, an environmental writer and advocate best known for his book "Cadillac Desert: The American West and Its Disappearing Water," died on Friday at his home in San Anselmo, Calif. He was 51. He had cancer, said Joe Spieler, his literary agent. 
Mr. Reisner said in the early 1990's that his politics were "undefinable radical to conservative Democrat with residual radicalism -- especially on environmental issues." "Cadillac Desert" (Viking Penguin, 1986) was a seminal work about the environmental cost of Western water projects. 
The book was applauded by Gladwin Hill, the former national environmental correspondent for The New York Times, in a review in The Times Book Review. 
"It's unlikely that most taxpayers will read 'Cadillac Desert,' but they should," Mr. Hill wrote. "It's a revealing, absorbing, often amusing and alarming report on where billions of their dollars have gone -- and where a lot more are going. 
"The money has gone into federal water projects in the Western states, -- some of the projects awesome, some scandalous but all with an uncertain future," Mr. Hill added. Mr. Reisner, a former staff writer for the Natural Resources Defense Council, "has put the story together in trenchant form," Mr. Hill wrote. 
"He details the Machiavellian competition," he continued, between the Interior Department's Bureau of Reclamation and the Army Corps of Engineers. Mr. Reisner also "recounts how huge sums have been spent to benefit small numbers of influential people and suggests painful days of reckoning lie ahead," Mr. Hill said. 
The book spurred efforts to make reforms in water policy, and it is still highly regarded. In an obituary of Mr. Reisner published yesterday, The San Francisco Chronicle called it "an angry indictment of water depletion in the American West" and "the seminal text on the West's perennial water wars." 
Last year "Cadillac Desert" was 61st on a list selected by a panel from the Modern Library, a division of Random House, of the 100 best nonfiction books written in English during the 20th century. 
It was a finalist for a National Book Critics' Circle Award and was the basis of an award-winning four-and-a-half-hour documentary film, also called "Cadillac Desert," which was first broadcast on PBS in 1997. 
Mr. Reisner's book "Game Wars: The Undercover Pursuit of Wildlife Poachers" (1991) was written after he followed the activities of Dave Hall, an undercover agent for the United States Fish and Wildlife Service, for years and combined the agent's stories with his own reporting. 
The book was praised in The Los Angeles Times Book Review, which said: "As in most books about the environment, there is a kind of pall of doom floating over the text, but unlike most such essays, this one has fights, busts -- in short, action. This time the good guys strike back, and if the outcome of the war is in question, a few battles are won here and there. This is a big attraction of the book -- both for the reader and the agents." 
Mr. Spieler said the rights to "Game Wars" had been bought by Paramount Pictures, which is interested in adapting the book as a feature film. 
Mr. Reisner's other works include "Overtapped Oasis: Reform or Revolution for Western Water" (Island, 1989), which he wrote with Sarah Bates, a lawyer. It is an analysis of water policy in the West with recommendations for change. 
At his death, he was at work, as Mr. Spieler put it, "on a book about California and its history of, and inclination toward, natural (and unnatural) disaster." Mr. Spieler said he, Mr. Reisner's wife and Dan Frank, the editorial director at Pantheon, which was to have published the book, would decide whether and how to proceed with the manuscript, much of which Mr. Reisner had already written. 
Mr. Reisner contributed many articles to newspapers and other periodicals. He also lectured widely on a variety of environmental subjects in the United States and abroad. 
He served as a consultant to the Pacific Coast Federation of Fishermen's Associations in its efforts to secure the removal of what environmental critics saw as outdated and only marginally useful California dams, thereby making additional spawning areas available to salmon. 
In 1998 the PBS presentation of "An American Nile," about the Colorado River, won a Silver Baton for the filmmakers, Jon Else, Sandra Itkoff and Mr. Reisner, at the annual Alfred I. duPont-Columbia University Awards. 
Mr. Reisner was born in Minneapolis, grew up in several midwestern cities and graduated in 1970 from Earlham College. 
He is survived by his wife, the former Lawrie Mott, whom he married in 1985; two daughters, Ruthie and Margot; his parents, Konrad and Else, of Portland, Ore.; and a sister, Jacqui Bostrom, also of Portland. 
 Cadillac Desert

 Fly over the prairie states of America and you will see clusters of dark circles like tiny coins on the ground far below. Each circle is a field of crops, half a mile in diameter, irrigated by a rotating arm from a single well. In the past the land's thin grass fed wandering herds of buffalo. Now the grain exports from this area are vital for financing America's imports and are a major contributor to feeding the growing world population. The transformation is a miracle of modern agriculture. 

Underneath seven states lies the biggest aquifer in the world. It was created when water from melting glaciers seeped into gravel at the end of the last ice age and has been there ever since. It was found in the 1920s but water extraction only really got under way in the 1960s. Four to six feet are now pumped out each year and nature puts back just half an inch. For how long can this go on? It could last five years, it could last thirty, no one knows. 

The farmers of the area once believed that the breadbasket they had developed was too valuable for the country to lose and the government would come to their aid when the waters dried up - the government had, after all, provided many massive water projects elsewhere. So they did nothing to economise when 'putting water to good use'. But their hopes are fading. The dust bowl that devastated the area in the 1930s is likely to return. 

While Mark Reisner's authoritative book deals with exploitation of the aquifer, it is largely a detailed history of water projects in the American West. River water that was once lost to the ocean now provides electricity, municipal water for cities and irrigation for agriculture. Desert states like California are habitable only because of these projects. He points out, however, that all but one of the great civilisations of the past which depended on irrigation were ultimately destroyed by salination. Egypt was the sole exception because the Nile's annual flood washed surface salts out to sea - but the Aswan dam has changed that. 

No natural water source is entirely pure and if an impervious substrate prevents irrigation water from draining away, the salts it contains will accumulate around the roots of the plants. If, on the other hand, the land is drained, the salts will accumulate in rivers where they are liable to be concentrated by evaporation, especially in dams. This is the reason that the salinity of the Colorado River where it crosses the border into Mexico's most fertile region had become so great by 1973 that it was liquid death to plants and caused an international incident. 

80,000 dams were constructed in the US in the 20th century; so many that there is hardly a free-flowing stretch of river left. 2,000 of them are among the biggest engineering projects in the world. Despite the fact that the dams were built with over-capacity, so that the build-up of silt would not seriously reduce water retention during the first 50 to 100 years; some have already been abandoned. In due course the majority of the rest will have to be abandoned too leaving a country of artificial waterfalls in place of rivers. 

The construction achievements in the 'can-do' years from 1940s to 1980s were so great that many Americans came to believe that their technology and enterprise could solve all their problems. Having tapped most of their own water, they seriously considered diverting the Yukon river from Alaska or building a massive lake filling much of Canada's uplands. But Canada was not so keen to lose its salmon and white-water rafting! 

This eminently readable book is full of fascinating stories and gives an insight into American politics. The two national organisations responsible for water development repeatedly deceived the public, Congress and the Senate; they ignored presidential directives and they frequently acted outside the law. Congressmen voted for political reasons, not through conviction. Many of their projects had little, or negative, value and provided breathtaking examples of creative accounting. 

The consequences were dire: salmon, previously a staple food, has been largely eliminated; some of the worst and most predictable ecological disasters the world has ever seen were perpetrated; sustainable farms were flooded and replaced with unsustainable irrigated areas; minority communities were dispossessed with derisory compensation. The staggering cost of the federal water projects means that US agriculture is subsidised on a massive scale - the richest farmers with the richest farmland are in California and 70% of their profits come from water subsidies. Small farmers (and Third World farmers) are undercut and put out of business. 

The book shows how big construction and agribusiness controls Congress, milking the federal budget for centralised projects that would have been the envy of any communist dictatorship to the detriment of social programmes. While reading the history of these two organisations with their blinkered interest in water projects, I kept finding parallels with the powerful world organisations which are similarly allied to commercial interests: the IMF, the WTO and the World Bank. Will their myopic interest in free trade also leave a legacy of crippled agriculture, ecology and culture? 

The book is a detailed study of how one country is drifting towards a water crisis. It does not suggest solutions, or analyse the consequences to the world of the loss of one of its main grain-growing areas, or suggest how the most powerful country in the world will react. 

Mark Reisner, who died in 2000 aged only 51, researched the story for over a decade. Some parts are difficult for those unfamiliar with the US and its history, and this may be why the book has not been published on this side of the Atlantic before. But the detail only makes the conclusions more alarming. There is currently much talk about climate change but at least the extent of that can possibly be contained by a switch to renewable energy sources. Can anything be done about emptied or poisoned aquifers, about silt-filled dams, or about salt-laden soil? 

Cadillac Desert
Produced by Sandra Itkoff and Jonathan Taplin 
June and July 1997 

Can a culture change its mind about the trade-offs it makes? Are we Americans in the midst of such a shift?

Listen to the words of Floyd Dominy, captured in an extraordinary four-part video series Cadillac Desert, based on Marc Reisner’s book of the same name, and Sandra Postel’s book Last Oasis. Dominy, who in his career at the US Bureau of Reclamation was America’s most indomitable water czar, mobilized billions of federal dollars for hundreds of dams in the West. After reviewing his remarkable accomplishments, he is asked by producer Jon Else if he has any regrets. He says “There isn’t any way to control a river without having some trade-offs. And the salmon, unfortunately, were one of those trade-offs on the Sacramento and Columbia Rivers. “Was it worth it,” Else asks. 

“I think it’s worth it, yes. I think there are substitutes for eating salmon.” With a pause and a wry smile, Dominy adds “You can eat cake.”

Stunning words for anyone familiar with current citizen, governmental, and business efforts to save the salmon in the Northwest! Times have indeed changed. That new watchword  “sustainability” raises a host of issues clearly not in Dominy’s purview. For him, productivity was the issue. The film captures the cultural climate that assumed engineering prowess to be an unmitigated good. We watch the gorges dynamited, the concrete poured, the rivers backed up – and see it done with boundless energy and enthusiasm. We see the sprawling cities and vast areas of mechanized agriculture made possible by the numerous dams and miles of canals. And we see what was lost.

In the series’ first part, “Mulholland’s Dream” (which won Best of Festival at the May 1997 Mountain Film Festival in Telluride, Colorado), we see the Owens Valley – made famous in the 1970s movie Chinatown in which Jack Nicholson uncovers the City of Los Angeles’ plans to steal the Valley’s water rights. But in “Mulholland’s Dream,” the Owens Valley is not just a dusty outpost in a larger power game, it is a real place – and one of extraordinary beauty. We see the valley with the majestic Sierra Nevada mountains rising in the distance and meet the people who knew it when it was a thriving community of orchards and farming families. They mourn its loss.

The billions of federal dollars spent for dams and canals in the West have always been justified politically in the name of family farmers. Indeed, the 1902 Congres- sional Act that established the US Bureau of Reclamation specified that the federally subsidized water was only to be supplied to farms of less than 160 acres. 

In “The Mercy of Nature,” the third part of the series, we see the current reality; family farms have largely given way to giant agribusinesses, with farms as large as 20,000 acres and beyond. From a helicopter’s viewpoint, we see endless unbroken rows of crops in California’s Central Valley – all receiving cheap water subsidized by American taxpayers. At one point some specks are evident in a vast field. As the camera zooms in, we realize that those specks are farm workers, minimally paid, sidelined by society, yet critical to agribusiness’s profitability.

Another haunting image is a boat stranded in a dry and sandy landscape. The boat belongs to a Cocopa Indian community in northern Mexico. The Cocopa sustained themselves for centuries fishing in the wetlands where the Colorado River spreads before reaching the Gulf of California. We see the once verdant wetlands now parched and cracked. In the fourth part of the series, “Last Oasis,” Sandra Postel explains that the Colorado River no longer reaches the sea; its waters have been diverted by the dams and irrigation channels.

Watching the series one cannot help but wonder whether the social injustice and environmental destruction so evident in the footage is simply an inevitable part of the play of power and progress in the modern age.

Yet we also learn that since 1980 the US Congress has not allocated funds for any major new dam. When California’s Mono Lake began to disappear due to water diversions to Los Angeles, local citizens, biologists, and lawyers stopped the lake’s demise with “public trust doctrine” suits that successfully maintained that the lake is a public resource that must be protected. The Mothers of East Los Angeles have mobilized to save water and money by installing low-flow toilets in the homes of their constituents. The Imperial Valley farmers got Los Angeles to pay to line their irrigation canals – and let the city have the water saved.

The series shows how much has changed – our culture’s unreflective celebration of man’s power over nature has been sobered with an awareness of unintended consequences. It reveals that there are more just and environmentally friendly solutions if we simply choose to follow them. And again and again, we see that it is citizen action that makes the difference. 

Marc Reisner, 1949-2000 
Environmentalist and author Marc Reisner, whose 1986 book "Cadillac Desert" spurred nationwide awareness of water conservation issues, died July 21,2000 at his San Anselmo, CA home. Reisner, who was on the Modern Library list of the 100 most important non-fiction books of the 20th century, was 51 years old.

Born in Minneapolis, MN, Reisner and his family lived in a number of mid-western states prior to his enrollment at Earlham College in Indiana. Reisner went on after obtaining his degree to serve as a staff writer and director of communications for the Natural Resources Defense Council (NRDC), positions he filled until winning a 1979 Alicia Patterson Journalism Fellowship. The Fellowship permitted Reisner to focus full time on his research into United States water management policies, the subject of "Cadillac Desert". 

Published in 1986, "Cadillac Desert" was favorably reviewed by The New York Times and a contender for the 1986 National Book Critics Circle Award. Reisner's report on the billion-dollar business of water management in the US, an industry funded with tax dollars, revealed the short-sightedness of decades of over-development of dams, ill-planned irrigation and sewage systems, and re-direction of watercourses. "Cadillac Desert" startled the American public with its documentation of the disastrous results of existing water management on wildlife, the land, and ultimately human beings, not to mention the profiteering involved in the business of water usage development. Ten years after its introduction, "Cadillac Desert" was the subject of a PBS award-winning documentary by the same name. 

Reisner followed "Cadillac Desert" with a number of magazine articles and several books, notably "Game Wars: The Undercover Pursuit of Wildlife Poachers". Paramount Pictures recently purchased the rights to "Game Wars" for film development. The book details the activities of undercover agents for the US Fish and Wildlife Service who frequently risk their lives trying to halt poachers and the black-market trade in endangered animals.

Reisner developed a second project for PBS, a profile of the Colorado River entitled "An American Nile" which captured a Silver Baton in the 1998 du Pont Columbia University Awards. In addition to his writing and environmental research, Reisner served as a visiting professor at the UC Davis Department of Geology and was a frequent lecturer and consultant on environmental issues in the United States and abroad. 

Reisner was near the completion of a manuscript offering a combination of analysis and speculation of the state of California's inclination toward natural disaster at the time of his death. The as-yet-unnamed manuscript may be published posthumously through the efforts of his editor, agent, and wife of 15 years, Lawrie Mott Reisner. Marc Reisner died quietly at his home in Marin County, California in the company of his family after a battle with cancer. Written in 1986, the book was ranked by the Modern Library last year as 61st among the 100 most notable nonfiction English language works published in the 20th century. 

``Before `Cadillac Desert,' the general public perception was that dams and water manipulation were an unmitigated good thing,'' said Michael Sherwood of the Earth Justice Legal Defense Fund. ``Marc was instrumental in raising awareness of the damage being done to fish and wildlife. In recent years he showed ways environmentalists and irrigators could work together.'' 

``Cadillac Desert'' was a finalist for the National Book Critics Circle Award in 1986. 

