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IN SUMMARY 
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The Biden administration should issue a ruling that the Shasta Dam project is 
not feas ible becaus e of tribal rights  and environmental impacts . 
 

 
 
 
 

By Caleen Sisk, Special to CalMatters 

Chief Caleen Sisk is the spiritual leader of the Winnemem Wintu Tribe, 

caleenwintu@gmail.com. 

Earlier this week, American Rivers released a list of the nation’s most endangered rivers . 
California’s McCloud River is included because of the federal government’s proposal to 
raise the height of Shasta Dam.   

That proposal is a continuation of a long and shameful history of attacks on the 
Winnemem Wintu Tribe. Fortunately, Deb Haaland, our nation’s first Native American 
Secretary of the Interior, has an opportunity to point the federal government toward 
justice for the river and my people. 

The Winnemem Wintu name means “middle water people” in our language – a 
reference to the McCloud River.  The river and our salmon – winter run Chinook – define 
our existence, shape our spiritual practices and provided us with food for millennia. 
Because of this connection, Shasta Dam looms over the river – and our tribe – as an 
ongoing threat.  

Shasta Dam, which rises over 600 feet, flooded much of our tribe’s homeland and 
inundated dozens of our sacred sites. It stopped our salmon from reaching their 
spawning grounds. And by holding back water when it is needed by the river, Shasta 
Dam has driven our salmon to the brink of extinction. That threat continues in the 
proposal to raise Shasta Dam. That project would flood more of our sacred sites and 

https://endangeredrivers.americanrivers.org/


further harm s almon. The Trump adminis tration made that project their top priority 
water infras tructure project in the nation.   

The pas t adminis tration further attacked our s almon by s las hing Endangered S pecies  
Act protections . The Trump adminis tration rules  were written at the direction of David 
Bernhardt, the former Secretary of the Interior and a former lobbyis t for the Wes tlands  
Water Dis trict.  

His  firs t s tep was  purging hard working agency s cientis ts  from the team res pons ible for 
drafting thes e rules . The final rules  allow every baby s almon below Shas ta Dam to be 
killed for three years  running. Becaus e Chinook s almon live for three years , this  is  a plan 
for extinction –  all to s queeze out a little more water s upply for his  former agribus ines s  
clients .      

Congres s  knew that building Shas ta Dam would harm the Winnemem. That’s  why, in 
1941, they pas s ed the Central Valley Project Indian Lands  Acquis ition Act, directing 
federal agencies  to compens ate our tribe for our los t homeland and burial s ites . But 
today, 80 years  later, federal agencies  have s till not implemented this  law. Our people 
have s till not been compens ated for the los s  of our lands  and federal agencies  are not 
holding the remains  of our ances tors  in trus t for our tribe.   

Pres ident J oe Biden s upports  Native people, who he acknowledged in his  victory 
s peech las t November. Now he has  appointed the firs t Native American to lead the 
Department of the Interior –  which controls  Shas ta Dam. We’re hopeful that this  
remarkable trans ition from a s ecretary of Interior who was  an indus try lobbyis t to a 
Native American will lead to a new approach on Shas ta Dam.   

The Biden adminis tration s hould do more than s imply defund the dam expans ion.  They 
s hould is s ue a final decis ion concluding that the project is  infeas ible becaus e of tribal 
rights , environmental impacts  and incons is tency with s tate law.  (California law 
prohibits  the dam rais e.)   

Federal agencies  s hould withdraw the Trump era Endangered S pecies  Act rules  that 
govern the impacts  of Shas ta Dam on s almon and other fis h. Thos e rules  mus t be 
rewritten to provide s cience-bas ed protections  to keep our s almon from going extinct.   

https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/codes_displayText.xhtml?lawCode=PRC&division=5.&title=&part=&chapter=1.4.&article=


And finally, federal agencies should implement the requirements of the 1941 act to 
compens ate our tribe for the impacts  of the original cons truction of Shas ta Dam. We 
have waited 80 years  for thes e promis es  to be fulfilled.   

Injus tice to tribal people is  not a dis tant memory. It is  with us  today –  as  vis ible as  
Shas ta Dam. As  demons trated by George Floyd’s  murderer and growing attacks  on 
As ian Americans , our nation has  a long way to go to ens ure equal jus tice for all. 
Ens uring jus tice for Native Americans  is  another place where the United States  can s till 
live up to its  values .     
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