
 

The highly anticipated newest addition to the Oregon water movie portfolio is making 
its way downstream to the public. A River Between Us was profiled in The Oregonian (full 
article here) and shared with a private audience in late February (full article here). But 
the general public recently had a chance to view at the Ashland Film Festival held in 
late April, and most recently at the Cinema Pacific Film Festival held in Eugene on May 
3. 

Despite a sunny and warm day on the University of Oregon campus, approximately 50 
to 60 sun-deprived souls purchased tickets to not only see the 90-minute movie, but also 
participate in a 90-minute panel discussion with the filmmakers and faculty at the 
University of Oregon Law School. A River Between Us is not the first documentary on the 
Klamath River situation. Battle for the Klamath was released in 2005 with a comparable 
theme of environmentalists and tribes fighting small farms and the Bush Administration. 
River of Renewal released in 2008 portrays the collapse of wild salmon populations and 
the civil disobedience for access to fisheries. What sets A River Between Us apart from 
comparable videos made over the past 10 years is one of the filmmaker’s direct 
connections to the Klamath Basin.  

Jason Atkinson served in the Oregon State Senate for 14 years representing the Klamath 
Basin before taking a sabbatical from public life to co-produce A River Between Us. As 
a third generation Oregonian, Jason has lived on the front lines of “combat hydrology” 
for his entire life. It is clear from his story that, “If you heal people, they will heal the river.” 
His stated goals for investing over 18 months of his life in filmmaking are to make a 
movie for those who take a subway to work, referencing the fact the project is located 
far from the urban cities and lifestyles—places that make any reference to the Klamath 
River sound like it is located beyond the United States. Unlike previous films focusing on 
the Klamath basin, his goals are to set out and change culture, that there are lots of 
stereotypes to break, and that the situation is very political, not just the fodder between 
Republicans and Democrats, environmentalists and farmers, tribes and local, state, and 
federal governments, but from the fact that restoring the Klamath River will require the 
full force of the US Government to undertake the largest restoration project in the 
nation, and maybe in the world. 

The story of the Klamath River is a common one in the western US – a river that is 
unhealthy and used to its limits. The storyline is similar to the movie Wind River that  
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portrayed the water rights fight between the Arapahoe and Shoshone tribes versus 
farmers and ranchers using the Wind River in Wyoming. While the many tribes located in 
the Klamath Basin were successful in securing their water rights like the Arapahoe and 
Shoshone tribes, trying to use these water rights for a fishery was another question, 
focusing more on “white tape” rather than “red tape” as described in A River Between 
Us.  

Jason Atkinson was wise to make a movie that did not cast blame on anyone that 
historically used the land and water—how does one cast blame when we were 
“building a country”? The movie has many excellent historic photographs and maps 
ranging from huge salmon that would typify the once third largest salmon fishery on the 
western coast of the US, to hydraulic mining for gold, and the timber industry that is still 
a draw to the region today with the recent sale of timberlands to a Singapore-based 
company. I enjoyed learning more about the State of Jefferson, the region located 
along the border of California and Oregon that would have seceded from the union if 
the invasion of the US from Japan had not occurred in 1941. 

The movie is an excellent case study for students and practitioners of conflict resolution 
and water security. Dam removal is a four-letter word in some folks lexicon because it 
represents upsetting the status quo and their water security. In contrast, some see dam 
removal as an opportunity for restoration in many forms, but most importantly, for a river 
that ultimately leads to a renewed form of water security. On both fronts, the viewer 
sees the importance of leadership, not only at the federal government and head of 
state level, but at the grassroots level, within communities of “Cowboys and Indians”, as 
well as the importance of “deep listening” – a skill we all need but few of us are taught 
or willing to practice because listening to another person takes time and patience. “No 
party has benefited from duking it out,” one party states in the movie. This is not to say 
that all cooperation is good—tension certainly still exists in the Klamath basin, but the 
fact that all basin citizens “raise crops and kids” and the citizens also need to take risks 
to work with one another, provides common ground to continue talking to each other.  

The panel discussion was equally informative. It was clear that Jason Atkinson had a 
bias when it came to water in the Klamath Basin given his heritage, and he freely 
admitted such. Venturing into the “State of Jefferson” to get their point of view required 
Jeff Martin, the film director, to complete the interviews in northern California on his 
own. He freely admitted having no formal training in conducting interviews, but 
reinforced the notion that not having formal training in some aspects of water proves to 
be strength rather than a weakness as the interaction between the filmmaker and 
subject is more authentic.  

Some members of the audience who once lived in basin but moved away commented 
that the movie does not show all of the conflict in the basin. They mentioned there is a  
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lot more work that needs to be done. Atkinson concurred, but countered that the 
movie was developed to move the policy makers beyond deadlock to get something 
done. He underscored that the movie provided important lessons for steps forward, 
including letting everyone finish their sentences before talking. He tacitly reiterated that 
unlike other movies chronicling the Klamath Basin situation, A River Between Us did not 
reach any conclusions as the filmmakers assumed the viewing audience is smart and 
can make their conclusions based on the presented material.   

Law Dean, Professor, and former attorney for the US Department of the Interior Adell 
Amos recounted her early days in Washington, DC where one of her first assignments 
was working on the Klamath Basin situation. She indicated the Klamath Basin “has it all 
when it comes to water law and conflict”. She worked during the “twin disasters” of 
2001 and 2002 and asked the question “do we need crises to continue to come to the 
table? Atkinson countered that he used the dams as a metaphor for "being bigger"; 
that the lesson of film is to "be big" and that one doesn’t need to make anyone look 
bad, they will do that to themselves. 

Many of the lessons learned by the filmmakers are echoes of the experiences by 
Oregon State University students who are making their own videos as a tool in water 
conflict transformation. A River Between Us is a great addition to the Oregon water 
video portfolio, that have emerged from the classic statewide look through the OPB 
documentary The Oregon Story: Water released in 2003.  The only shortcoming to the 
filmmaker’s story is the emerging conflicts with groundwater use in the Klamath Basin. 
However, they won’t have to start with a blank storyboard on this topic as they can look 
to the Umatilla Basin where the video Water Before Anything tells a comparable story 
with the common goal of overcoming fear and anger with kindness, leading to the 
restoration of communities, relationships, fisheries, identities, and groundwater levels.  

I liked this movie very much. It is a denim and fly-fishing love fest for many high level 
politicians and policy makers, as well as a welcome change from the many talking 
heads style of documentaries by giving voice to all parties in the Klamath Basin. I 
suspect we will see Jason Atkinson again in the news – as a future gubernatorial 
candidate. I give it 4.5/5 stars only because I am biased as a groundwater professional. 
It is easily worth twice the rating just for the star power. 
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