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More than 17,000 acres around the Klamath River in Northern California, including
the lower Blue Creek watershed, have returned to the Yurok Tribe, completing the
largest landback deal in California history.

The Yurok people have lived, fished, and hunted along the Klamath for millennia. But
when the California gold rush began, the tribe lost 90 percent of its territory. 

For the last two decades, the Yurok Tribe has been working with the nonprofit
Western Rivers Conservancy to get its land back. The 17,000 acres composes the
final parcel of a $56 million, 47,097-acre land transfer that effectively doubles the
current land holdings of the Yurok Tribe. 

The tribe has already designated the land as a salmon sanctuary and community
forest and plans to eventually put it into a trust and care for it in perpetuity. 

“No words can describe how we feel knowing that our land is coming back to the
ownership of the Yurok people,” said Joseph James, the chairman of the Yurok Tribal
Council, who is from the village of Shregon on the Klamath River. “The Klamath River
is our highway. It is also our food source. And it takes care of us. And so it’s our job,
our inherent right, to take care of the Klamath Basin and its river.”

The land transfer comes just months after the utility PacifiCorp removed four dams
on the Klamath River, the largest dam removal project in U.S. history. The removal
of the dams enabled coho and Chinook salmon that had been blocked to finally swim
upstream to spawn for the first time in more than a century. The deal is also part of
a broader push to revitalize the Klamath River Basin, where water diversions and
pollution have long strained the wildlife and the Indigenous peoples who rely on
them. 
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Josh Kling, conservation director at the Western Rivers Conservancy, said the
nonprofit acquired the land in pieces from Green Diamond, a timber company, and
paid for it using a combination of private funding, tax credits, carbon credit sales,
low-interest loans, revolving loans, federal revolving loan programs, and settlement
funds. The project was also partially funded by the state of California, which
returned 2,800 acres of state land along the Klamath River to the Shasta Indian
Nation last year. 

Kling said the 47,000 acres of land returned to the Yurok Tribe includes redwood
forests that help protect against climate change and protect crucial habitat for birds
such as the marbled murrelet, Humboldt marten. and northern spotted owl, just as
the trees were becoming ripe for a fresh round of logging.

“The project was really timely to get in there before a new round of timber harvest
and the associated road building,” said Kling. He is particularly excited about how
Blue Creek, a cold-water tributary just 16 miles from the mouth of the river, is now
protected because of how the tributary provides an essential place for salmon and
steelhead to cool off before heading further upstream to spawn.

“The importance of Blue Creek to the larger Klamath system really can’t be
overstated,” he said. “With the dam removals and the restoration of fish passage to
over 400 miles of spawning habitat in the upper basin, none of that means anything
if the fish can’t get there.”

James from the Yurok Tribe described Blue Creek as a high prayer area, a village
site, and essential fishing grounds. In 2020, it was also where Yurok officials helped
persuade PacifiCorp officials to move forward with dam removal after two decades of
advocacy. James credited Troy Fletcher, a former executive director of the Yurok
Tribe who played a key role in the dam removal campaign and who has since passed
away, for helping to initiate the landback project.

Restoring the land will involve everything from stream restoration projects to road
maintenance, James said: “We want to do everything we can to protect Mother
Earth.”  



Kling said the conservancy is increasingly working with tribal nations to facilitate
land transfers and hopes to work with more. Studies have shown that conservation
goals are more effectively met when Indigenous peoples manage their own
territories. 

“The more that we can partner with tribal stewards to achieve our conservation
outcomes, those are durable lasting results,” Kling said.

James, too, hopes that the deal will be far from the last. 

“Here’s a model that we can share with the Indian Country,” he said. “Indigenous
people are the managers of the land, and they’re driving it.”


