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Comments for Public Posting:  Dear City Council Members, I would like to draw your attention

to a letter sent on August 26th to the Council, as well as to Mayor
Karen Bass, Deputy Mayor Nancy Sutley, and the Water and
Power Commissioners. The letter is from a group of more than
thirty scholars urging Los Angeles to commit to settlement
negotiations regarding Tribal land and water rights in
Payahuunadü (Owens Valley, CA). We have asked that the city
commit to these negotiations by September 30th, 2025, and that
its representatives come to the table with a new approach that
centers on the need to make the Bishop, Big Pine, and Lone Pine
Paiute-Shoshone reservations viable homelands with sovereign
control over their land and water. Please see the attached letter for
more of the historical context and current day implications of this
issue. We look forward to seeing the city’s engagement on this
issue and will be glad to offer support as needed. Sincerely,
Sophia Borgias, Ph.D. Assistant Professor Interdisciplinary
Programs, School of Public Service Boise State University 



 

The Honorable Karen Bass​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ August 26, 2025 
Deputy Mayor Nancy Sutley 
Los Angeles City Council  
200 North Spring Street 
Los Angeles, CA 90012 
 
Board of Water and Power Commissioners  
111 N. Hope Street 
Los Angeles, CA 90012 

 
Subject: Tribal settlement negotiations in Payahuunadü (Owens Valley, CA) 
 

Honorable Mayor, Deputy Mayor, City Council Members, and Commissioners,  

Los Angeles has the opportunity to make history by addressing an injustice perpetuated for far 
too long. A 1939 Land Exchange between Los Angeles and the federal government left the 
Bishop Paiute, Big Pine Paiute, and Lone Pine Paiute-Shoshone Tribes on some of the smallest 
reservations in the state and left the city in control of their water rights. Los Angeles currently 
holds the water rights attached to these three reservations in Payahuunadü (Owens Valley, CA), 
while the Tribes’ federally reserved water rights are trapped beneath the lands that the city 
acquired through the exchange. Since the 1990s, there have been efforts to negotiate a settlement 
to rectify this situation. However, these have been unsuccessful, in part because they have 
focused narrowly on quantifying the federally reserved rights without attending to the 
interrelated issues of land and sovereignty left in the wake of the exchange. With the recent 
reappointment of a federal team, there is an opportunity to reopen negotiations, but only if the 
city comes to the table. We urge you to commit to these negotiations by September 30th, 
2025, and to come with a new approach that centers on the need to make these reservations 
viable homelands with sovereign control over their land and water.  

We are a group of more than thirty scholars of environmental studies, Indigenous studies, law, 
and history with direct ties to this issue, whether through our research, teaching, or 
collaborations with Tribal partners. We have watched over the years as the Tribes’ calls to 
resolve the core issues of this dispute have gone unheeded. We have also watched as city 
officials have made public statements about the importance of addressing historical wrongs and 
collaborating with Tribes and Indigenous communities.1 Reinitiating settlement talks opens an 
opportunity for the city to act in alignment with these words.  

It is time to listen to what the Tribes are asking for, which is, as we understand it, the land and 
water rights needed to make their reservations viable sovereign homelands, now and into the 
future. These are not unreasonable demands. The Tribes are merely asking for a commitment 
already made – by the federal government through its trust responsibilities and by the city 
through the ‘moral obligation’ it acknowledged in the 1930s2 – to be fulfilled.  

This expectation is rooted in the broader history of relations between Los Angeles, the federal 
government, and the Tribes. These relations date back to the early 1900s, as a long string of 

2 Porter, E.A. 1936. Final Report on the Owens Valley Indian Situation Including a Suggested Plan for Adjustment of 
the Same. Department of Water and Power of the City of Los Angeles. January 9, 1936.  

1 For example, Mayor Bass’ Statement Honoring Indigenous Peoples' Day (October 9, 2023) and the Owens Valley 
Tribal Engagement Policy of the Los Angeles Board of Water and Power Commissioners (January 8, 2019).  
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https://ladwp.granicus.com/DocumentViewer.php?file=ladwp_04f41499a605c0ae5e5e28c0bdb15b67.pdf&view=1
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federal interventions on behalf of Los Angeles systematically constrained and reduced Tribal 
land and water rights in Payahuunadü.3 The land exchange accounted only for what remained 
after those decades of dispossession, and it further consolidated the land and water rights of the 
Tribes. It left them without enough land to support their growing nations or to sustain the type of 
agricultural production originally envisioned. Furthermore, it left the reservations with a contract 
for delivery of irrigation water from Los Angeles rather than water rights of their own, while 
trapping their federally reserved rights beneath the lands traded to Los Angeles.  

To truly resolve the disputes that the land exchange left in its wake, it will be necessary to not 
only address this question of the Tribes’ access to federally reserved water rights, but also their 
need for land and for sovereign control over their land and water resources. Many of us have 
been involved in or borne witness to the efforts of the Tribes and the Owens Valley Indian Water 
Commission to bring awareness to this important history and its ongoing legacy. All eyes are 
now on Los Angeles to see if the city will come to the table to make history by addressing this 
injustice in a meaningful way.  

Sincerely,  

Sophia L. Borgias, Ph.D. (corresponding author)  
Assistant Professor 
Interdisciplinary Programs, School of Public Service  
Boise State University 
sophiaborgias@boisestate.edu  
 
Jessica Cattelino, Ph.D. 
Professor of Anthropology, American Indian Studies, and Gender Studies 
Affiliate, Institute of the Environment and Sustainability 
Director, Center for the Study of Women|Barbra Streisand Center 
UCLA 
jesscatt@anthro.ucla.edu 
 
Shannon Speed, Ph.D.  
Paula Gunn Allen Chair and Professor of American Indian Studies, Anthropology, and Gender 
Studies 
University of California, Los Angeles 
Sspeed@aisc.ucla.edu  
 
William Bauer, Ph.D. 
Professor 
Department of History 
University of California, Riverside 
wbauer@ucr.edu  
 
Char Miller, Ph.D. 
W.M. Keck Professor of Environmental Analysis & History 
Pomona College 
Char.Miller@pomona.edu 

3 For further discussion, see Borgias’ (2024) article Reassessing the History of the Los Angeles Aqueduct and its 
Implications for Indigenous Land and Water Rights.  
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Beth Rose Middleton Manning, Ph.D. 
Professor 
Department of Native American Studies, University of California, Davis 
brmiddleton@ucdavis.edu  
 
Catherine Gudis, Ph.D. 
Professor of Society, Environment, and Health Equity and Professor of History 
University of California, Riverside 
cagudis@ucr.edu 
 
Aradhna Tripati, Ph.D.  
Professor of Climate Science and Geochemistry 
University of California, Los Angeles 
Director, Center for Developing Leadership in Science 
atripati@g.ucla.edu  
 
Karrigan Bork, Ph.D. 
Professor of Law 
Martin Luther King Jr. Hall Research Scholar 
University of California, Davis 
ksbork@ucdavis.edu  
 
Alida Cantor, Ph.D. 
Associate Professor of Geography 
School of Earth, Environment, and Society, Portland State University 
acantor@pdx.edu  
 
Sayd Randle, Ph.D. 
Assistant Professor of Urban Studies 
College of Integrative Studies, Singapore Management University 
sprandle@smu.edu.sg  
 
Jared Coleman, Ph.D. 
Assistant Professor 
Department of Computer Science 
Loyola Marymount University  
jared.coleman@lmu.edu  
 
Meg Mills-Novoa, Ph.D.  
Assistant Professor  
Energy & Resources Group/Department of Environmental Sciences, Policy, and Management  
University of California, Berkeley 
mills-novoa@berkeley.edu 
 
Patricia Steenland, Ph.D. 
Senior Lecturer 
College Writing Programs 
University of California, Berkeley 
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steenpat@berkeley.edu  
 
Jory Chapin Lerback, Ph.D. 
Early Career Fellow 
Center for Developing Leadership in Science, University of California, Los Angeles 
lerback1@llnl.gov  
 
Paul Berne Burow, Ph.D. 
Postdoctoral Scholar 
Doerr School of Sustainability, Stanford University 
pburow@stanford.edu 
 
Diana Macias, Ph.D.  
Postdoctoral Scholar  
Department of Environmental Science, Policy, and Management, University of California, 
Berkeley  
dianamacias@berkeley.edu 
 
Kim Stringfellow 
Professor Emeritus 
College of Professional Studies and Fine Arts 
San Diego State University 
kstringf@sdsu.edu 
 
Heather Whiteman Runs Him 
Director, Tribal Justice Clinic and Associate Clinical Professor 
Indigenous Peoples Law and Policy Program 
University of Arizona James E. Rogers College of Law 
whitemanrunshim@email.arizona.edu  
 
Lauren van Schilfgaarde 
Assistant Professor 
School of Law, University of California, Los Angeles 
vanschilfgaarde@law.ucla.edu  
 
Grace Carson  
Visiting Assistant Professor  
College of Law, University of Tulsa  
grace-carson@utulsa.edu 
 
Ann Kaneko 
Filmmaker 
annkaneko@gmail.com 
 
Chantal Walker 
PhD Candidate 
History Department, University of California, Davis 
cwwalker@ucdavis.edu 
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AnMarie R. Mendoza 
PhD Candidate 
Urban Planning, University of California, Los Angeles  
annie520@g.ucla.edu  
 
Lauren Kelly 
PhD Candidate 
History, University of Southern California 
kellylau@usc.edu 
 
Michele McLaughlin-Zamora 
PhD Candidate 
Political Science, University of California, Santa Barbara 
michele_zamora@ucsb.edu  
 
Alexander Basaraba, MSc 
PhD Student 
Doerr School of Sustainability, Stanford University 
basaraba@stanford.edu 
 
Taimur Ahmad 
PhD Student 
Environmental Sociology, University of Wisconsin - Madison 
tzahmad@wisc.edu  
 
Maeve McAllister 
PhD Student 
Anthropology, University of California, Irvine 
mcallim1@uci.edu  
 
Kristen Stipanov 
Staff Attorney and Equal Justice Works Fellow, Sponsored by pH Foundation 
California Indian Legal Services 
kstipanov@calindian.org  
 
Emma Sage 
Researcher 
Doerr School of Sustainability, Stanford University 
emmsage@stanford.edu  
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