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The Newlands Project
Elaine J. Hanford

The Newlands Project, one of the earliest projects of what became the Bureau of Reclamation, is a sprawling complex of dams and canals
designed to use the waters of Lake Tahoe to irrigate farmland in west-central Nevada. Source: Author, based on Google satellite imagery.

You could not remove a single grain of sand from its place
without thereby . . . changing something throughout all parts
of the immeasurable whole.
— Johann Gottleib Fichte, The Vocation of Man (1800)

Reclamation Act. This moment marked the start of a new
era in the American West, when millions of acres of arid
land would be “reclaimed” for use by farmers, ranchers,
outcomes was the Newlands Project, a complex of dams
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and canals in west-central Nevada that has helped
provide livelihoods for generations of farmers and
ranchers. Not only did this project mark the launch of
the organized retention, diversion, and delivery of water
of power and control over water resources in the region
from local authorities to the federal government.
As Johann Fichte noted in so many words, one thing
leads to another. How did the Newlands Project come
into existence? Let us delve into a bit of history, starting
arbitrarily with the miners who ventured west along
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with many others under the banner of Manifest Destiny.
The arrival of settlers and gold miners led over time
to agriculture, ranching, and eventually the Newlands
Project.

Settlers Pour West
The discovery of gold nuggets at Sutter’s Mill,
California, in early 1848 enticed many early settlers
to pass through Nevada on their way to seeking their
fortune in the Golden State. Though the Gold Rush
peaked by 1852, California continued to draw settlers.
United States occurred near Virginia City, Nevada, and
drew fortune seekers and miners from California and
the East to the Comstock Lode—as well as providing the
impetus for the creation of the Nevada Territory in 1861
and statehood in 1864.
Mining practices and the clearing of forests for timber
for use in the mines initiated a long period of declining
over bare earth caused soil erosion and a high sediment
load in local streams. Consequently, both the Truckee

Beginning in the 1860s, many settlers turned to
agriculture, for which they needed a stable water
supply. A haphazard system of diversion canals was
potential was limited by the few settlers and cattlemen
who controlled much of the land around surface water
sources.

Irrigation Potential? Yes. Action? No.
In 1888, John Wesley Powell, director of the U.S.
Geological Survey, submitted a plan for an irrigation
survey to assess the water resources of the Far West.
The 1888–1890 Powell Irrigation Survey encompassed
three parts: topographic determination of drainage areas
to locate lands most suitable for irrigated agriculture

of reclamation legislation in Congress. Source: Library of Congress.

Since Congress had already invested in roads, river
navigation, harbors, canals, and railroads in other parts
of the country, Westerners demanded that the federal
government invest in irrigation projects. Despite the
immediately taken.

engineering to plan irrigation and design dams, canals,
and other necessary structures. The survey found that
the Truckee River, which drained from Lake Tahoe, could
be diverted though a canal to the Lahontan Valley.
transferring reclamation of arid lands from the local level
to the federal government, initiating political squabbling
between East and West that dominated the issue until
the early 1900s. In the arid West, lack of precipitation
required settlers to divert water from streams, but
demand outstripped supply. Settlers wanted to increase
snowmelt. Private and state-sponsored ventures mostly
failed because of lack of funding and engineering skill.
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landholdings in Nevada, moved to Carson City in 1888
and began acquiring his own land along the Truckee
River. As he expanded his holdings, he commissioned
surveying and engineering parties to examine reservoir
and canal sites. Newlands used reclamation as an issue
representative from 1893 to 1903 and as a senator from
1903 to 1917.
Though his proposed reclamation legislation was
turned down by the Nevada Legislature and later
brushed aside by President William McKinley, President
Theodore Roosevelt embraced the project. Roosevelt
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authorized, with an additional 20
years.

Turning on the Tap: The Newlands
Project Gets Underway
authorized under the Reclamation
Act began with a construction
contract issued in 1903 for Derby
Dam and the Truckee Canal.
Originally known as the TruckeeCarson Project, this undertaking was
renamed the Newlands Project in
1919.
On October 2, 1903, construction
began on the Derby Diversion Dam.
The dam was designed to divert
Truckee River water that would
Derby Dam was posted to the National Register of Historic Places on April 26, 1978.
Source: US Bureau of Reclamation.

believed that land should be usable and settled by
farming families and that water in western rivers, if not
being used to help people, was wasted.
The Newlands Reclamation Act authorized the federal
government to commission water diversion, retention,
and transmission projects in arid lands in 16 arid and

to Winnemucca Lake, which dried up
by the 1930s) toward the Lahontan
area in a canal to provide water to Fernley and Hazen.
with construction completed on May 20, 1905. Derby
Dam is 31 feet high with a crest length of 1,331 feet. The
total cost to build Derby Dam was $85,390. It has nine
sections.

Because seepage from the 31-mile-long Truckee Canal provides recharge to nearby domestic wells, plans to line the canal with concrete have
generated lawsuits. Source: U.S. Geological Survey, Nevada Water Science Center.
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about 75% of agricultural water in the
Fallon area. Water-thirsty alfalfa was the
principal crop. Farmers also grew wheat,
barley, potatoes, sugar beets, and garden
truck, including the famous Fallon Hearts
O’ Gold cantaloupes. Fallon agriculture
still centers primarily on livestock and
alfalfa hay.
Lahontan Dam and Reservoir were
not part of the initial authorization,
but construction was initiated in 1911
and completed in 1915. Lahontan Dam
162 feet high and 1,700 feet long, the

Carson River Diversion Dam was posted to the National Register of Historic Places on

Storage capacity to the spillway of
Lahontan Reservoir is 290,000 acre-feet,
and total capacity is 319,400 acre-feet.

The Truckee Canal was constructed in two additional
phases. Four tunnels were built over a seven-mile span
between the dam and Fernley. The shortest tunnel
extended 50 yards, while the longest tunnel stretched

the Carson River and waters diverted
from the Truckee River and is named after pluvial Lake
Lahontan. The site also includes hydroelectric generators
with total capacity of 4,000 kilowatts.
The reservoir, irrigated farmlands, and associated
wetlands are an important waterfowl breeding and

consisted of an 18-mile canal from the Fernley area to a
chute near Lahontan. Now the Truckee Canal runs for 31
miles and has a carrying capacity of 1,200–1,500 cubic
feet per second.

69 miles of shoreline, the reservoir and its surrounding
area support numerous recreational opportunities.

constructed between 1905 and
1941 to bypass the dam, were

restore habitat connectivity for
native Lahontan cutthroat trout
along the Truckee River between
Pyramid Lake and Lake Tahoe.
The next element of the
Newlands Project was Carson
River Diversion Dam, a replica
of Derby Dam, built across the
Carson River in 1904–1905.
Constructed on a natural bed
about 13 miles west of Fallon,
the dam is a concrete structure
23 feet high and 241 feet long.
Two main project canals, the
May/June 2022

Lahontan Dam was posted to the National Register of Historic Places on March 25, 1982. Source:
The Clio, https://theclio.com/entry/76267.
VOLUME 24 • NUMBER 3 | 15

Looking to the Future
Today the Newlands Project covers lands in Churchill,
Lyon, Storey, and Washoe Counties and provides water
for irrigated land in the Lahontan Valley near Fallon and
bench lands near Fernley. Overall, the project has 68.5
miles of main canals with a combined diversion capacity
of 2,000 cubic feet per second. In addition to the primary
canals, the project includes more than 300 miles of
laterals and almost 350 miles of drains to prevent alkali
damage to land and crops from rising groundwater
levels. In an average year, the project delivers about
215,000 acre-feet of water, primarily for agricultural
use, to about 2,500 users. Its dams, canals, laterals,
and drains allow for irrigation of about 57,000 acres of
farmland, wetlands, and pasture.
Not surprisingly, disputes continue over who owns
the rights to Truckee and Carson River waters. For the
past 115 years, seepage from the Truckee Canal has
provided recharge to domestic wells in Fernley, Nevada.
Current U.S. Bureau of Reclamation plans to line the
canal with concrete have spurred lawsuits that claim the
bureau is failing to consider the expected harm to the
Fernley municipal water supply and hundreds of private
well users with binding water allotments dating to World

headlines: “Feds Want to Fix Canal, but Nevada Town
A mega-drought now threatens
water resources in Nevada and across the Southwest,
ensuring many new chapters in the history of the
Newlands Project.
As grains of sand shift in the grand scheme of human
intervention, the political and physical landscape upon
which we live and make our living will continue to evolve
to meet our incessant and ever-changing demands on
this dynamic planet. Fichte was right.
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