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Raised on a Rupert farm, 
Lynn Tominaga has devoted 
his career to helping farmers 
throughout the Eastern Snake 
Plain maintain their access to a 
crucial and uncertain agricul-
tural input — an adequate water 
supply.

Tominaga will retire on July 
1 after more than two decades 
as executive director of Idaho 
Groundwater Appropriators 
Inc. He’ll be replaced by Bob 
Turner, a retired Idaho Falls 
banker.

Under Tominaga’s leadership, 

IGWA entered into a ground-
breaking 2016 settlement 
agreement resolving a water call 
by the Surface Water Coalition 
that threatened 
well irrigators 
throughout the 
Eastern Snake 
Plain Aquifer. 
The ESPA sup-
plies irrigation 
water to about 
2 million acres 
of farmland, 
and the settle-
ment put an end to decades of 
litigation.

Under the terms of the agree-
ment, IGWA members were 
allowed to continue pumping 

from their wells in exchange for 
reducing their annual consump-
tion by 12% on average, leasing 
and delivering 50,000 acre-feet 
of storage water annually to the 
coalition and metering wells, 
among other steps. Further-
more, the state committed to 
supplement the declining aqui-
fer by allowing 250,000 acre-feet 
of surface water to seep into the 
water table on an annual basis 
— a process known as managed 
aquifer recharge.

The importance of water in 
western life can’t overstated, in 
Tominaga’s estimation.

“Water isn’t very sexy, but it’s 
one of the major elements in de-
velopment. ... If you don’t have 

access to water, you’re not going 
to be able to develop,” Tominaga 
said.

Tominaga was born in 
Blackfoot. His father and uncle 
farmed together in the Pingree 
area until his father moved the 
family to Rupert when Tom-
inaga was about 5. His father 
bought the Rupert farm, where 
they primarily raised potatoes, 
for $99 per acre.

“After we’d been there for 
three or four years, he got a 
dreaded disease called scab. 
My dad lost his shirt that year 
because he had scab on all of 
the potatoes,” Tominaga said, 
explaining the disease simply 
affected the appearance of the 

spuds, but the family still had to 
sell their harvest for roughly half 
of their production cost.

For her part, Tominaga’s 
mother strove to find creative 
ways to keep her family fed with 
the unwanted spuds.

“I never knew you could fix 
potatoes in so many ways,” Tom-
inaga joked.

Fortunately, the farm survived 
until Tominaga’s brother sold it 
in 2002. Tominaga left the farm 
for college after his father died 
in 1972. He was elected student 
body president at University of 
Idaho, where he earned a bache-
lor’s of science in agronomy.

IDAHO FALLS, Idaho (AP) 
— Water managers are cutting 
off irrigation flows to farmers in 
Idaho’s Wood River basin and 
wildlife officials are scrambling 
to move fish to safer waters as a 
severe drought grips the area.

Farmers got 27 days of wa-
ter this year before the Magic 
Reservoir reached 4% capacity, 
prompting the Big Wood Canal 
Company to shut off the water 
Thursday. The reservoir feeds 
about 36,000 acres (14,500 hect-
ares) of farmland.

This is the canal company’s 
shortest irrigation season since 
at least 1977. Typically, the dam 
isn’t closed until mid-September.

But roughly 80% of Idaho is 
experiencing drought conditions, 
and more than a third of the state 
is in a severe drought, according 
to the U.S. Drought Monitor. 
The most intense drought area in 
the state is in Blaine and Custer 
counties, and the region is in its 
second year of exceptionally dry 
weather.

With the dam gates shut, the 
flows on the Richfield Canal and 
Big Wood River are “function-
ally de-watered,” officials with 
the Idaho Department of Fish 
and Game said. That means the 
amount of water flowing through 
the Big Wood River becomes too 
shallow and warm to support 
trout.

“We’re in scramble mode 
when (the canal company) made 
the decision this week,” Terry 
Thompson, of Fish and Game’s 
Magic Valley Regional office, said 
Friday.

The department plans to 
electro-fish some sections of the 
canal this week to remove fish 
and restock them elsewhere. The 
method involves applying an 
electric current to the water to 
stun and collect fish.

“Right now if they pass muster 
from the standpoint of fish 
health, we’ll be moving them 
down to the Bell Rapids in the 
Snake River by Hagerman,” 
Thompson said.

Idaho ag leader involved in historic groundwater settlement to retire
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Salmon smolts get a helping hand to reach Calif. coast amid drought
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After two to three years in the sea the salmon come back 

weighing 20 to 30 pounds.

By HARRY MORSE
For Farm & Ranch

W
hile Idaho 
wrestles with how 
to restore salmon 

runs on the Snake and 
Columbia Rivers, California’s 
Chinook salmon are faced 
with near disaster this year.

A mega drought has caused 
low flows and elevated water 
temperatures, creating conditions 
ripe for fish losses from disease 
and predation. Toss in California’s 
complex water delivery systems, 
water rights, water transfers and 
storage problems and you get a 
set of circumstance that could 
decimate young salmon migrating 
downriver to the sea, jeopardizing 

future returns of adult fall-run 
Chinook salmon in the Sacramen-
to River system.

Water is the crux of the issue 
for fish and people in California 
and in Idaho. Idaho ranks second 
only to California in the use of 
surface water, and Southeast Idaho 
according to recent reports is one 
Idaho’s highest use areas. The 
future of salmon and water in both 
states are inseparably intertwined. 
Realizing this, Gov. Brad Little 
tasked 20 Idahoans in 2020 to 
develop an Idaho salmon recov-
ery work group report. Members 
ranged from fish biologists to 
three tribes and industry represen-
tatives. The report was developed 
through 18 months and 16 meet-
ings, ending in December 2020. 
The governor asked for consensus 
support.
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More than 180,000 salmon are released into a net pen for release at Pillars Point, California, south of the Golden Gate Bridge.
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Idaho’s ongoing 
drought halts 
some irrigation 
months early
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