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Development of Agriculture by Irrigation in the Columbia Basin

Hiroyuki SAWADA*

The Columbia Basin, which is situated in the northwestern corner of the United States, lies in the
northern part of the vast volcanic lava plateau called the Columbia Plateau. The dry climate condition
with annual rainfall of less than 300 mm covers all of the basin because of the rain shadow effect of the
Cascade Range. In spite of the existence of good agricultural conditions such as an extensive flat surface,
of relatively fertile soils and of a long growing season, the development of farming there were restricted
markedly according to the difficulty of getting water for irrigation.

In 1933, President Franklin D. Roosevelt decided to adopt the scheme named Columbia Basin Project
which intended to develop this area by means of irrigation. By 1941, the Grand Coulee Dam, basic
structure for the project, was nearly completed at the junction of Columbia River and the Grand Coulee,
old river bed of the Columbia. After World War II, the construction of other irrigation facilities such as
a pomping plant, regulation reservoirs, irrigation canals and drainages began working, and the first
water flowed into the main canal in the spring of 1952 and irrigated an area of 26,400 ha.

The project area spreads southward from the point 80 km south of the Grand Coulee Dam and covers
an area of about one million hectares, of which an area of 443,000 ha was made an object for irrigation.
Out of the area, 223,000 ha has been irrigated and 6,000 farms have been opened in the project area up
to 1985. The farmers settled here have come from all over the country and cleared the vast dry land.
Most of the land were under private ownership. Irrigable land was surveyed, appraised and divided into
family size farms by the Federal Government prior to settlement. Under the regulation of “Anti-
Speculation Act” enacted in 1937, the land value was appraised as dry land and settlers were permitted
to own only one family size farm, which acreage differed with condition of the land.

The settlers have engaged in intensive agriculture using irrigation water, the average farm size being
as small as 37ha. Over sixty varieties of crops were grown in 1985, among which alfalfa is the most
important with 27 % of the total acreage. Five varietie of crops, that is, alfalfa, wheat, feed corn, potato
and drybeans, account for 71 % of the all growing acreage in the project area. On the other hand, potato
is the leading crop followed by alfalfa, apple, wheat and feed corn in terms of sales value. These five
varieties of crops account for 69 % of the total sales value. Most of the crops grown in the project area
are shipped to the markets in the Pacific Northwest but a small part of it are consumed for livestock

industry in the area.

* Rissho University, Tokyo



