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SOBOBA SETTLEMENT BILL INTRODUCED IN CONGRESS
REP. MARY BONO SPONSORS LEGISLATION TO Resolve
Long-Standing Conflicts, Ensure Future Water SupplY
for TRIBE AND SOUTHERN CALIFORNIA’S san jacinto RIVER valley
After almost sixty years of continuous litigation and negotiation, Congresswoman Mary Bono (R, CA-45) today introduced the Soboba Band of Luiseño Indians Settlement Act to approve a comprehensive settlement that will quantify Soboba’s water rights and provide an assured water supply for the Band’s 6,000-acre reservation.
The bill is cosponsored by Congressmen Joe Baca (D, CA-43), Jerry Lewis (R, CA-41) and Dale Kildee (D-MI).

Together with a water management plan being developed by the area’s non-Indian water users, this historic settlement will also protect the water resources of the San Jacinto valley in Riverside County, California, from further depletion and ensure a water supply for present and future non-Indian use. When approved by Congress and the President, the settlement will bring to a close almost 150 years of conflict and struggle among the United States, the Soboba Band, San Jacinto basin water users and the Metropolitan Water District of Southern California. And, it will do so in a way that ensures not only the future of the Soboba people, but also the water supply for all of the valley’s inhabitants.
According to Soboba Tribal Chairman Robert J. Salgado Sr.:

This has been a very long, hard struggle going back into the nineteenth century. The Tribe has been very patient and is happy to see this conflict and litigation at last come to an end. Soboba tribal leaders have been trying to protect our water rights and recover our water supply from unlawful non-Indian appropriation since at least the beginning of the last century. It is an historic day for Soboba and for the entire valley. I want to extend my heartfelt thanks to our Congressional sponsors, all three water districts, the federal government and everyone who has worked so hard all these years to make this happen.

In addition to the Soboba Band and Metropolitan, which supplies water to Los Angeles and San Diego, the settlement involves the Eastern and Lake Hemet Municipal Water Districts, serving Soboba’s non-Indian neighbors in the San Jacinto River valley. The parties signed the formal settlement agreement in a ceremony last June at the Soboba Reservation.
The settlement will also terminate litigation against Metropolitan and Eastern in Soboba Band of Luiseño Indians v. The Metropolitan Water District of Southern California, filed by Soboba in April 2000. That lawsuit sought damages and injunctive relief for the continuing drainage of water from the Soboba Reservation into Metropolitan’s nearby San Jacinto Tunnel, which began when the tunnel was constructed in the 1930s. Key to the settlement is Metropolitan’s delivery of 7,500 acre-feet per year of water for the next 30 years to Eastern and Lake Hemet, who will use the water to recharge the San Jacinto groundwater basin to help fulfill the Band’s water rights and terminate chronic groundwater overdrafts.
Soboba has agreed to phase in its increased water use gradually over the first 50 years of the settlement. This will assist the two local water districts in the development and implementation of a groundwater management plan designed to cure the current overdraft of the San Jacinto basin. The plan will eventually put pumping from the basin on a safe-yield basis, where no more water is being taken out of the aquifer than is being restored through natural and artificial recharge.
The bill introduced by Congresswoman Bono will approve the settlement agreement and provide $21 million in federal funding for water infrastructure improvements for the Soboba Band and the groundwater management plan.
A Brief History of the Soboba Settlement

The Soboba Indians have lived in the area along the San Jacinto River where their Reservation now exists since long before the Spaniards first arrived in the vicinity in the 16th century. They built the first irrigation ditch in the San Jacinto Valley, and when American settlers entered the valley in the 1860s, the Sobobas possessed a self-sustaining agricultural economy, built upon the Tribe’s rich land and water resources.

Their water supplies started disappearing, however, when the newcomers began diverting water from the San Jacinto River and building dams in upstream tributaries. With the surface water gone, the tribe drilled wells into its underground aquifer, but they too went dry when groundwater levels plummeted from increased pumping by the Sobobas’ non-Indian neighbors. By the dawn of the 20th century, the Soboba people were literally starving in what had been a lush region of grape vineyards, rows of melons, beans and corn, and extensive orchards of peaches, pears, apricots and oranges.

The Tribe partially recovered by drilling still deeper wells, but even those efforts foundered in the 1930s when the Metropolitan Water District of Southern California dug a 13-mile tunnel through the San Jacinto Mountains, about 3½ miles northwest of the Reservation. The tunnel, part of the Colorado River Aqueduct constructed to bring drinking water to the burgeoning population of Southern California, pierced underground faults and fractures in the mountains that dammed large amounts of water underneath the Reservation. Groundwater flooded into the tunnel, and the springs, creeks and wells on the Reservation that had been fed by the vast, underground reservoir soon dried up.

Although Metropolitan, at the urging of the Bureau of Indian Affairs, tried several times during the 1940s and 1950s to fix the tunnel to stop the influx of groundwater, those attempts were ultimately unsuccessful, and Reservation water has continued to flood into the tunnel at an average rate of more than 2,500 gallons each minute for the past 70 years.

In 1950, the Tribe sued the federal government in the Indian Claims Commission for failing to protect it from the effects of the San Jacinto Tunnel, as well as from the groundwater pumping and upstream diversions of surface water that had depleted the Reservation’s water resources (Soboba Band of Mission Indians v. United States). The Government finally settled that lawsuit in 1991 for $12 million, and then joined with the Tribe in attempting to negotiate an overall resolution of the Reservation’s water-related claims.

Those negotiations involved Eastern and Lake Hemet Municipal Water Districts, which had inherited the liability for the years of upstream diversions and groundwater pumping that had dried up the Tribe’s homeland. Metropolitan joined the negotiations in 2000 after the Tribe sued in federal court in Los Angeles over the tunnel leakage (Soboba Band of Luiseño Indians v. Metropolitan Water District of Southern California).
THE SOBOBA SETTLEMENT AT A GLANCE
What the Soboba Band Will Receive

· An adequate and secure future water supply (9,000 acre-feet per year)

· $18 million from the local water districts for economic development

· $11 million from the United States for water development

· 128 acres of land near Diamond Valley Lake for commercial development

What Soboba’s Neighbors Will Receive

· Final resolution of Soboba’s water rights and damage claims

· 7,500 acre-feet per year of new imported water until at least 2035

· $10 million in federal funds to help recharge the aquifer with the imported water

· Up to 100 acres of Soboba Reservation land for endangered species habitat

· Up to 4,900 acre-feet per year of Soboba water for 50 years for basin restoration

· New jobs and economic stimulation from Soboba commercial development

If approved by Congress and the President, the settlement will bring to a close more than 150 years of conflict and struggle between the Soboba Band and its neighbors over the San Jacinto River Basin’s limited water resources. Moreover, it will do so in a way that ensures not only the future of the Soboba Indians, but also the future of the region’s water supply for all of the valley’s inhabitants.
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