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CHAPTER 3. REGION DESCRIPTION 
 
 
1.0 INTRODUCTION 
 
The Pit River is the primary river in northeastern California, a significant tributary to the 
Sacramento River, and an integral hydrologic feature for the region. The Upper Pit River watershed 
comprises four primary sub-watersheds including the Upper Pit River, Fall River, Burney Creek, 
and Hat Creek sub-watersheds in northeastern California. The northern, eastern, and southern 
boundaries are defined by the Upper Pit River sub-watershed, and the western boundary is defined 
by the Fall River, Burney Creek, and Hat Creek sub-watersheds. The watershed location and sub-
watershed boundaries are shown on Figure 1 . The watershed is 2,891,575 acres and covers 
portions of Modoc, Siskiyou, Lassen, and Shasta Counties. Please note: At the latter stages of the 
planning process in 2013, a decision was made to include the Goose Lake watershed in the Pit River 
IRWM planning area. Information contained in this chapter does not incorporate statistics and 
other detailed information from the addition of the Goose Lake area to the IRWM region. This 
information will be incorporated during the next major IRWM Plan update. Please see Figure 8 
and Section 1.5.1  for information on Goose Lake.  
 
The climate of the Upper Pit River watershed is characterized by hot, dry summers and cold 
winters. Temperature and precipitation ranges differ from the lower elevations to the higher 
elevations. The Warner Mountains receive an average of 20 to 30 inches of precipitation (mainly 
snowfall) per year, whereas the lower-elevation valley floors receive less than 10 inches of 
precipitation per year. The Fall River sub-watershed receives less than 10 inches per year in the 
valley and up to 65 inches per year on the western boundary. The Hat Creek and Burney Creek sub-
watersheds receive approximately 15 inches per year at the lower elevations and up to 85 to 95 
inches of precipitation per year near Lassen Peak. 
 
The Pit River Tribe is a federally recognized Tribe composed of 11 autonomous bands located in 
northeastern California since time immemorial. The territory of the Tribe consists of all ancestral 
lands recognized by the Indian Claims Commission on July 29, 1959;i findings of the Claims 
#ÏÍÍÉÓÓÉÏÎ ÁÓÓÅÒÔ ÔÈÅ 4ÒÉÂÅȭÓ ÊÕÒÉÓÄÉÃÔÉÏÎ ÏÖÅÒ ÉÔÓ ÔÅÒÒÉÔÏÒÙȭÓ ÌÁÎÄÓȟ ×ÁÔÅÒÓȟ ÐÒÏÐÅÒÔÉÅÓȟ ÁÉÒ ÓÐÁÃÅȟ 
fish, wildlife, and other resources (see Figure 2). The region provides myriad ecological resources 
for a vibrant Native American culture. ɉ&ÏÒ ÁÄÄÉÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÄÉÓÃÕÓÓÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 0ÉÔ 2ÉÖÅÒ 4ÒÉÂÅȭÓ ÈÉÓÔÏÒÙ ÁÎÄ 
culture, please see Section 1.4). 
 
Rural resource-based economies generally characterize the Upper Pit River watershed. Since the 
colonization of the West, agriculture and timber production are the industries upon which the 
watershed has primarily depended.  
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Figure 1 
Region Location  

Upper Pit River IRWMP  
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Figure 2 
Tribal Territory  

Upper Pit River IRWMP  
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Land use in the watershed is heavily influenced by ownership. Over 60 percent of the watershed is 
publicly owned. Most of the low- and mid-elevation lands are privately owned and used primarily 
for agriculture (ranching and farming) and residential purposes, while commercial timber 
companies and the U.S. Forest Service or Bureau of Land Management hold the majority of land in 
the upper elevations. Acreages of public lands and the administering agencies are shown in Table 
3-1. Ownership in the watershed is shown on Figure 3. 

 
 

Table 3-1. 
Public Ownership 

 Agency        Acres   Percent of Watershed 

 U.S. Forest Service 
   Lassen National Forest 
   Modoc National Forest 
   Shasta-Trinity National Forest 

    1,268,443 
      465,386 
      781,071 
       21,986 

43.9% 

 Bureau of Land Management 
   Alturas Field Office 
   Redding Field Office 
   Surprise Field Office 

     381,635 
     378,469 
         513 
        2,653 

13.2% 

 National Park Service 
   Lassen National Park 

       57,702 
       57,702 

2% 

 U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 
   Modoc National Wildlife Refuge 

        7,031 
        7,031 

<1% 

 Bureau of Indian Affairs       11,294 <1% 

 California Department of Fish and Game 
   Ash Creek Wildlife Area 
   Cinder Flats Wildlife Area 
   Dutch Flat Wildlife Area 
   Fall River Mills Ecological Reserve 
   Fitzhugh Creek Wildlife Area 
   Pine Creek Reservoir Public Access 
   Pine Creek Wildlife Area    

      19,975 
      14,773 
         729 
         164 
           2 
       2,262 
          15 
       2,030 

<1% 

 California State Lands Commission        6,915 <1% 

 California Department of Parks and Recreation 
   Ahjumawi Lava Springs State Park 
   McArthur-Burney Falls Memorial State Park 

       6,598 
       5,967 
        631 

<1% 

 Source: California Natural Resources Agency 2011 and Pit River Tribe 2012. 
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Figure 3 
Ownership  

Upper Pit River IRWMP  
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The Native American pre-colonization population is estimated to be much higher than early federal 
census data show.1 Today, overall population density is generally less than ten persons per square 
mile. The largest city in the watershed is Burney (Shasta County) with a population of 3,154;2 
Alturas with a current population of 2,8273 is the Modoc County seat. 
 
Sixty-five jurisdictional dams exist in the watershed, primarily for agricultural uses. The database of 
jurisdictional dams and their locations is maintained by the Department of Water Resources (DWR) 
and is the source of the location points on Figure 4. Many of these are local impoundments for 
stock water, but many of them are directly linked to water diversion for irrigation. Because the 
waters of the Pit River are lowest when irrigation needs are greatest, groundwater resources are 
used to augment surface supplies.  
 
The watershed is home to a diverse range of wildlife species. The vegetation that characterizes the 
watershed is highly varied, ranging from conifer forests, sagebrush, juniper, and chaparral to 
agricultural and grassland areas, wet meadows, riparian vegetation, and aspen stands. 
 

1.1 Description of Watersheds/Water System  
 
 1.1.1 Hydrology  
 
The quantity, quality, and availability of water resources are vital to the health of the watershed, 
both for the function of its natural systems and for human activities such as swimming, fishing, and 
consumption of drinking water. Irrigation and grazing needs also place demands on local water 
supplies. Historically, flows in the Upper Pit River decrease significantly during the summer season 
when water for irrigation is at its highest demand. Sixty-five jurisdictional, directional dams within 
the watershed divert an estimated 227,000 acre-feet of surface water per year. Jurisdictional dams 
are defined as artificial barriers, together with appurtenant works, which are 25 feet or more in 
height or have an impounding capacity of 50 acre-feet or more. Any artificial barrier under six feet, 
regardless of storage capacity, or that has a storage capacity less than 15 acre-feet, regardless of 
height, are not considered jurisdictional.4  
 
Although a detailed water budget has not been conducted for the Upper Pit River watershed, annual 
consumptive use is estimated at 170,000 acre-feet for surface water and 50,000 acre-feet for 
groundwater. Based on the preliminary water balance, this represents 33 percent of the total 
available surface water and 13 percent of the available groundwater. In both cases, irrigation is the 
primary water use. If the number of irrigation wells is an indicator, groundwater usage in the Upper 
Pit River watershed has increased approximately tenfold in the last 40 years. For example, the 
number of irrigation and municipal wells within the Alturas Basin increased 3.6 times between 
1960 and 1979 and 2.3 times between 1979 and 1997. Within the Big Valley Basin, the number of 
municipal and irrigation wells increased by 5.9 times between 1960 and 1979 and 1.8 times 
between 1979 and 1997.

                                                           
1 The Pit River Native History in the Federal Archives, 1850 to 1940. Jason C. Newman PhD thesis., U.C. Davis 
 March 2004.  
2 U.S. Census Bureau. Census 2010. Washington, D.C. 2011. 15 August 2011. Available from: 
 http://2010.census.gov/2010census/index.php 
3 U.S. Census Bureau. Census 2010. Washington, D.C. 2011. 15 August 2011. Available from: 
 http://2010.census.gov/2010census/index.php 
4 VESTRA Resources, Inc. Upper Pit River Watershed Assessment. 2004. 



Chapter 3 Region Description ɀ Update Review Draft  3-7 

 
  

Figure 4 
Hydrology  

Upper Pit River IRWMP  
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Upper Pit River IRWMP  


