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The Scott River is recognized as the biggest pro-
ducer of coho salmon in the Klamath River basin. It
also shows significantly increasing coho numbers,
now comparable to counts from 60 years ago. Howev-
er, recent regulatory actions by state agencies are
making the Scott River’s good coho status not a badge
of honor but the target of undeserved penalties. The
motto for the Scott River’s Coho Success Story should
not become “Let no good deed go unpunished.”

Yet that seems to be what’s happening. Severe wa-
ter curtailments by the state are being imposed on
Scott River water users during this drought. Unlike
the rest of California, all agricultural wells are affected
here. In this 2022 growing season, Scott Valley irriga-
tors are facing 100% cutbacks in their water use from
all surface and groundwater sources unless they can
negotiate a 30% reduction option, which isn’t guaran-
teed. Losing farms due to bankruptcy is certainly pos-
sible as these are not “Big Ag” operations here. Eco-
nomic impacts will be felt throughout the Scott Valley
community and not just by farming families.

Why is this happening? Last year, fish advocates
claimed the coho salmon run in the Scott River will
soon go “extinct” if minimum instream flows are not
met each month. Demands were made for the State
Water Resources Control Board to use emergency
powers under the Governor’s Drought Emergency
Declaration of May 2021 to curtail water use by Scott
Valley farmers for their stream diversions as well as
groundwater wells. The water board agreed that the
“coho crisis” was serious and adopted such a curtail-
ment last August for a 12-month period, expanding its
regulatory jurisdiction to all groundwater users. This
was a precedent-setting legal action that should send
ripples throughout water users across the state.

The irony is that the data don’t justify the action.
Coho salmon were listed as threatened under the fed-
eral and state Endangered Species Acts for this north-
west region of California and southern Oregon due to
concern over declining population trends 20 years
ago. Since then, the Scott River’s coho numbers have
trended upward. Its average annual coho run size is
now close to 800 adults, as measured since 2007 by
an underwater video camera by the California Depart-
ment of Fish and Wildlife (CDFW). Recent population
figures should be compared to the only “historic” esti-
mates available for the Scott River, which ranged from
800 to 2,000 coho in old agency reports from the early
1960s. Shouldn’t this be cause for celebration instead

of punishment?
Despite many drought years and low flow condi-

tions, the Scott River’s coho population has continued
to improve almost every year, CDFW’s data shows.
Each generation is defined as the brood year for when
these 3-year-old adults return as spawners. The 2020
coho return was 1,671 adults, yet this brood year mea-
sured only 153 in 2008. In 2021, at least 800 spawners
were found, up from only 80 in 2009. While a record
number of 2,752 coho returned in 2013, drought con-
ditions reduced the survival of the resulting juveniles.
However, this brood year is rebounding, which indi-
cates to many observers that coho are more resilient
than previously recognized.

This increase in coho numbers in the Scott River is
not accidental. Since the early 1990s, many Scott Val-
ley landowners have focused on improving stream
habitat for salmon and steelhead. Erosion controls on
unsurfaced roads significantly reduced excessive
stream sediment. Fish screens were installed on all
water diversions to prevent incidental trapping of
young fish. Extensive riparian fencing was added to
keep livestock out of the streams.

Farmers have expanded the use of water efficient
irrigation practices, such as center pivots and soil
moisture sensors. Summer streamflow has been en-
hanced in coho-rearing tributaries through voluntary
seasonal water leasing or permanent water dedica-
tions through efforts of the Scott River Water Trust.
Other restoration actions, such as adding more wood
for stream habitat and enabling native beavers to
prosper, are led by the Siskiyou Resource Conserva-
tion District and the Scott River Watershed Council.
“Efforts to enhance over-summering salmon habitat
in the Scott River don’t get as much credit as they de-
serve,” said Joe Croteau, CDFW environmental pro-
gram manager in Yreka, at a recent public meeting.

The saddest part of this extreme precedent-setting
curtailment order is that it is based on the false narra-
tive that coho salmon are facing extinction here. The
pendulum has swung too far from what is reasonable
or balanced, principles on which the State Water Code
and the Public Trust Doctrine are supposedly based.
Coho in the Scott can thrive, as the record shows, but
state action does not need to cause the extinction of
family farming in Scott Valley.

Sari Sommarstrom is a retired watershed consult-
ant who has tried finding the middle ground with fish,
farms and water for the past three decades in the Scott
River watershed through cooperative problem-solv-
ing.
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This has been an educational week for me. After
finding the remains of one of my doe goats along with
a domestic cat’s body and determining they were
killed by a mountain lion, I called our local Siskiyou
County predatory animal control specialist who has
been very helpful in the past. He told me his hands
were tied because of a new policy by California De-
partment of Fish and Wildlife. He couldn’t respond
without a depredation permit.

He put me in touch with the Region 1 Human-Wild-
life Conflict Biologist in Eureka. Long story short,
mountain lions are under review for listing as a pro-
tected species in Southern California and during the
review process are treated as listed statewide. There-
fore, harassment including hazing or lethal removal is
unlawful. 

CDFW can collect evidence that can identify the
responsible predator and document the incident. The
depredation permit wouldn’t be issued until there
were three incidences in a 10-day period. We are still,
by law, allowed to take a lion that is pursuing or killing
livestock. The take shall be reported within 72 hours
to the department and a permit issued after a satis-
factory investigation.

The biologist and I discussed preventive steps to
make my goats less attractive to mountain lions. Yes, I
have a livestock guardian dog, and yes, the goats are
close to my home at night, but I would move them into
a pen a bit closer for the nights. Did I have lights? No. I
do not have a building to lock 45-50 does at night. My
herd is a commercial meat goat herd due to kid April 1.
They and their kids spend the growing season brows-
ing blackberries, willows and other brush on our 135
acres. Our home and property is among other homes
with a grade school nearby, a highway through it and a
fiber optic contractor coming and going from 7 a.m. to
5 p.m. all week long. Seems like lots of activity to deter
predators.

Needless to say three days later, the lion returned
at night. We were alerted by the guard dog and the lion

was shot while killing another doe. Due to kid in a few
weeks it is really a loss of at least three animals. Be-
cause I wanted to follow the law of reporting the take, I
e-mailed the biologist with the news and also texted
pictures to him of both incidences. The biologist
wanted the lion carcass and a local game warden was
sent to retrieve it. The investigation was apparently
satisfactorily completed because I was issued a dep-
redation permit that evening by e-mail.

What’s my point here? In my area of Seiad Valley,
Happy Camp and Horse Creek, mountain lions are
very common and hunting in backyards. I have heard
from three different people in three different towns
that a mountain lion either looked in the sliding glass
door after the dog came in, hit the sliding glass door
just as it was shut after letting the house cat in and
worse, brushed the legs of my friend as she stepped
through her door to her porch to let her dog into the
house. The dog didn’t make it. It was snagged by the
lion and both disappeared.

Another friend had a lion lounging on the porch to
her shop, saw one kill her domestic cat and ultimately
realized they were living under her deck. One friend
will not walk in a certain area after being followed by a
lion. Mountain lions are not endangered here and ac-
tually seem comfortable in close proximity to hu-
mans. It doesn’t make sense to list them as protected
in the whole state.

Let’s push back. We need real science not emotion
to manage wildlife. Let our local game wardens and
predatory animal control specialists do their jobs.
They live here and they can respond appropriately to a
problem animal. 

Management that works for Southern California or
the Bay Area mountain lions may not work or be nec-
essary for Siskiyou County.

We can make our voices heard by commenting to
the California Fish and Game Commission by June 2.
Their e-mail address is fgc@fgc.ca.gov. Their website
is fgc.ca.gov and it will announce the June meeting,
which can be attended in person or virtually.

— Kathy Bishop, Seiad Valley
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out to local contacts and heard about the precautions
some women were taking.

Among those measures: Latinas were careful not
to walk in twos and made sure not to drive to work, to
the store or to family outings in a “furgoneta,” the
Spanish word for van that Phillips said is often used
interchangeably to mean an SUV. In her now-in-
question account of what happened, Papini had told
authorities that the women who abducted her drove
an SUV.

Some Latinas also avoided being around white
women unless accompanied by a witness, Phillips
said. And some told him they declined to speak with
local law enforcement officers or members of the
media.

The investigation sparked by Papini’s disappear-
ance sent the Latino community “into shock,” Phil-
lips said, and it played out “during a time of already
growing and rampant anti-immigrant and people of
color politicking and hatred.”

Phillips said “it was no secret that local white peo-
ple became very fearful of otherwise peaceful and
productive Hispanic and Latino people and neigh-
bors. The damage from this crime hurts everyone
here.”

Fallout on the Latino community could continue
even though Papini was charged with lying about be-
ing abducted and falsely identifying Latino women
as the suspects, said Kevin Nadal, a John Jay College
of Criminal Justice psychology professor.

There’s a chance people didn’t hear that Papini al-
legedly lied about being abducted, he said. “Or, that
even if they heard it was fabricated, that they main-
tained their stereotypes about this community and,
as a result of that, the damage has been done,” said
Nadal.

Because of Papini’s actions, Latino and immigrant
women might still be viewed with suspicion, he said,
even though Papini is being charged with faking her
disappearance and fabricating the two women she
said were responsible.

“When any group is criminalized or viewed as do-
ing something violent or wrong, the whole group suf-
fers,” said Nadal. “People who live in these communi-
ties may have to live with these false biases that peo-
ple have about them, because of this one woman’s
actions.”

Another high-profile case

Papini’s claimed disappearance bears similarities
to another high-profile case that played out in Texas,
Nadal said.

Four Latino women served time in prison after be-
ing convicted in the 1990s of sexually assaulting two
young sisters who were nieces of one of the suspects.
The “San Antonio Four” were also lesbians — a factor
that prosecutors said was a motive in the case.

The four women were exonerated of all charges af-
ter one of the nieces, then in her twenties, admitted
she’d lied at the urging of relatives including her fa-
ther, who was involved in a custody battle. In 2018,
the women’s criminal records were expunged.

“It reminds me of just a lot of instances through-
out history in which people of color were wrongly
blamed for something that they did not commit,” said
Nadal.

Nadal also suggested that “we have to really think
about the biases of those police officers, medical ex-
aminers, district attorneys, of what they deem to be
important cases, or even cases that they think are
worthy enough to be investigated.”

“We know that law enforcement is more likely to
try to solve the case if it’s a white woman who’s in-
volved,” he said. “If you have this blond-haired white
woman, who’s a mother, who’s saying that she was
tortured and assaulted in this way … police are more
likely to believe her.”

U.S. Attorney’s Office spokeswoman Lauren Hor-
wood said in an email that “we don’t have any com-
ment” about that assertion.

Locally, the Shasta County Sheriff’s Office led the
investigation, but Sheriff Michael Johnson has not
returned texts seeking comment about the case.

In a Facebook post on the evening of Papini’s ar-
rest, Johnson said investigating the woman’s “know-
ingly false claims and staged abduction” cost public
safety officials more than $150,000 in resources.

In the post, Johnson also said the Papini “charade”
led to all of law enforcement in Shasta County being
“subjected to scrutiny and criticism for the handling
of this case. (The arrest) has been a long time com-
ing.”

Retaliation a concern

Joe Giacalone, a retired New York police sergeant
and professor at John Jay College of Criminal Justice,
has followed the Papini case from the beginning. He
said it is a concern that people could retaliate against
certain ethnic groups due to a case like this.

He called the kidnap allegations targeting two
Hispanic women inexcusable.

“Because you have an at-risk community already 
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