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The Yurok: Klamath River. 

The Yurok people are the largest 

Native American tribe in California, 

and have lived along the banks of 

the Klamath River (just north of 

Redwoods National Park) since time 

immemorial. However, in the 20th 

century, eight dams were built along 

the Klamath. These dams have 

devastated the river’s ecosystem, 

with a particularly harmful impact 

on the iconic salmon runs. Toxic 

algae has repeatedly built up in the 

stagnant waters behind the dams, 

and the sediment-starved river 

below the dams is the perfect 

habitat for polychaete worms, 

which happen to be secondary hosts for C. shasta, a salmon parasite. The Chinook salmon run on the Klamath River, 

once numbering in the hundreds of thousands of fish, was reduced to less than 700 individuals in 2019. “[These] are all 

the ingredients necessary to put together a runaway out of control disease problem that is now wiping out of 80 or 90% 

of our fish,” said senior Yurok fisheries biologist Michael Belchik. “Anytime you have fish that have limited genetic 

diversity and limited geographic area, you invite catastrophe to take out your fish, whether it's a fish disease or a flood.” 

In response, the Yurok nation and a coalition of other tribes and environmental groups reached an agreement in 2010 

with state governments and PacifiCorp (operator of the dams) to remove the lower four dams on the river, but it has 

long been tied up in legal debates. Now, on November 17th, the states of California and Oregon, the Yurok people, and 

PacifiCorp (owned, incidentally, by Warren Buffett) have reached a new agreement to remove the four dams by 2023, 

with an estimated cost of $450 million. This will be the largest dam removal in American history, and will restore 400 

miles of stream habitat for the use of salmon, steelhead trout, and other species. This is spectacular news, and another 

great story of rewilding-the 21st century can yet be the time when we reverse the destruction wrought during 

industrialization and colonization! For more, see tinyurl.com/KlamathDamRemoval and tinyurl.com/NewKlamathDeal.  

https://tinyurl.com/KlamathDamRemoval
https://tinyurl.com/NewKlamathDeal


 
 

 

the weekly anthropocene 
dispatches from the wild, weird world of humanity and its biosphere 

By Sam Matey, November 25, 2020 

 

 20 

 

The Yurok: California Condors. At the same time, the Yurok tribe is nearing their goal (in progress since 2008) of 

gaining regulatory approval for the reintroduction of critically endangered California condors (Gymnogyps californianus, 

adult with ID tags and chick pictured) on their land. The California condor was once widespread across North America, 

but habitat destruction, poaching, lead poisoning from bullets in their prey, and other factors drove them to extinction 

in the wild in 1987. In that year, there were only 22 condors left in the world, all in captivity. A painstaking captive 

breeding and reintroduction program has brought the population back up to about 500 birds-and the Yurok are now set 

to bring the condor back to Northern California. Thanks to their leadership, condors will fly over redwoods again, 

restoring a keystone species and a component of Yurok cultural heritage. “It wasn’t my lifelong dream to be a wildlife 

biologist and bring Condor home, but it was my dream to help restore the Yurok people,” said Tiana Williams-Claussen, 

director of the Yurok Wildlife Department. “This is a very powerful way to do that.” Once the decision comes through, 

the Yurok could receive their first condors as early as 2021. The Yurok tribe are absolute heroes of the Anthropocene, 

leading the way in revitalizing their culture and landscape. Spectacular news! For more, see tinyurl.com/YurokCondors.  

https://tinyurl.com/YurokCondors

