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MacDonnell, Lawrence J.. From Reclamation to Sustainability: Water, Agriculture, and the Environment 

in the American West. Niwot, CO: University Press of Colorado, 1999.  
 
 

The development of water resources has played a vital role in shaping the West, as has the 
struggle to control its use.  As competing interests, from agricultural business, urban water users, 
conservationists, and others disagree how best to apportion limited resources. 

From Reclamation to Sustainability traces the history of water use in four distinct locations in 
the West: The Lower Arkansas Valley, the Grand Valley in Colorado, the Truckee and Carson Basins of 
California and Nevada, and the Yakima Basin in Washington State.  These four studies give a deeper 
understanding of the experiences of irrigation farmers, urban tech-industrialists, Native Americans, 
environmentalists, and others who are deeply invested in water policy.  They also illustrate that 
although the specific challenges vary from place to place, there is a common challenge in the West to 
reconcile its history of development with new challenges of sustainability. 

MacDonnell gives powerful examples of problems that have been caused by overdevelopment, 
as well as the many strategies that have been implemented to combat those problems.  He also argues 
that solving these problems will require market-based approaches that bring together the many parties 
who have a stake in water usage, so that their interests are treated equitably and sustainably. 
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